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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this DBA is to develop a Customisation Blueprint so that consultancies 
can provide a more tailored, responsive service to clients.  This study seeks to find out 
what matters to clients when purchasing consultancy, how clients substantiate this and 
how it affects their decision-making. This study also seeks to establish if the factors 
influencing buyer’s evaluation of the consultant can be favourably influenced by the 
consultants. 
By fulfilling client requirements more precisely and effectively, consultants are able to 
better serve their clients.  In this way they are also able to enhance both ongoing 
relationship and reputation. 
The history of consultancy is examined to establish the unfurling and growth of the 
industry and to understand the forces which have shaped its evolution.  Relational and 
Operations literature is examined to establish what previous research is able to 
contribute to this quest for understanding what consultants need to do to better serve 
their clients.  Financial Services and Utilities are the two largest private-sector buyers 
of consultancy.  Managers involved in the purchase of consulting services from a 
selection of these companies were interviewed to capture how consultants are 
engaged and what selection criteria are the most important. 
A combination of guidance from the literature and an understanding of what matters to 
clients is used to develop a systematic approach for consultants to more clearly identify 
and articulate client needs and thereby serve them better.  The outcome is the 
development of a Customisation Blueprint, a framework to personalise responsiveness 
and thus enhance customer satisfaction. 
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 INTRODUCTION Chapter 1:
1.1 Introduction 
Management Consultancy is an industry beleaguered by a plethora of views.  It is the 
world’s newest profession (McKenna, 2006) yet it fails to conform to the strictures 
which define a profession (Muzio et al., 2010).  Embodying the epitome of Knowledge-
Intensive work (Alvesson, 2004), management consulting knowledge is not considered 
valid enough for uniform training and accreditation (Kitay and Wright, 2007).  
Consultants work on issues that are complex, unstructured and demand-intensive 
(Armbruster, 2006; Xue and Field, 2008) yet managerial and administrative tasks 
typically attributed to consultants are increasingly being outsourced (Plunkett et al., 
2012).  Consultants are portrayed as focused on developing helping relationships with 
their clients (Maister et al., 2000), and as parasites preying on client insecurities 
(Johansson, 2004).  Considered confident, self-motivated high-achieving individuals 
(Sama and Shoaf, 2008), much is written about the insecurity and anxiety resulting 
from the embedded uncertainty of the work (Sturdy et al., 2013).  These varying views 
of consultancy highlight the complexities of an industry that is both successful and 
shrouded in contradiction.  
1.2 Background to the Investigation 
The multiplicity of contradictory perceptions of management consultancy draws interest 
not only in academic circles.  A number of books and newspaper articles provide and 
perpetuate negative opinions about consultants and consulting (Kihn, 2005; Stewart, 
2009).  Whilst seeming to represent a client view, these negative publications in the 
main seem to be from former consultants.  Matters are further fuelled by continuing 
coverage of two well-documented long-running sagas of failed projects.  A £10bn NHS 
IT project launched in 2002, aborted in 2010 continues to generate costs, Public 
Accounts Committee (PAC) scrutiny and media coverage (BBC, 2013).  In 2007 British 
Gas sued Accenture for £182m following a failed billing system implemented between 
2002 and 2006.  The ensuing legal proceedings have been well documented 
(PinsentMason, 2011).  However, these are both IT projects and as such removed from 
management consultancy’s typical remit which is providing impartial advice to improve 
overall business efficiency (Poór et al., 2012).  It should be noted though that even a 
pending High Court trial has not stopped British Gas and Accenture joining forces with 
sustainability charity Global Action Pan (GAP) to equip 500,000 young people 
worldwide to get a job or build a business (Community, 2013).  This evidences the 
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complexities of the client-consultant relationship. 
Throughout this thesis client, buyer and customer are used interchangeably to indicate 
those people who deal with consultants for and within their organisation.   
In academic and professional research what appears to be missing is the voice of the 
customer.  Consulting firms, professional consulting bodies and research firms compile 
data about industry growth and reasons for the purchase of consultancy services.  
However, the level of detail below that is somewhat hazy.  For instance, buyers provide 
post-sales feedback to all parties proposing for work, stating why they were successful 
or not.  However, it is not always evident to consulting firms why, for instance, they 
came second.  While second may well be good in a competitive scenario, it is not a 
profitable position.  The outcome is successful only for the firm actually chosen.  
1.3 Research Questions 
The aim of this research is to establish what clients want from their consultants.   The 
purpose of this research project is to provide a structured, defined way for 
management consultants to better satisfy their clients through being able to more 
directly fulfil client wants and needs, as defined by clients in this research project.   
The objectives are to understand what matters to clients when dealing with 
management consultants and to communicate the results to consulting firms so that 
they can better respond to client issues. What is it about management consultancy, 
and about the make-up of the client organisation that fuels continued growth?  As such, 
the research question is:  
“What matters to clients as they buy consultancy services?” 
To answer this question it is necessary to understand what clients perceive as good, 
bad and missing in their interactions with management consultants.  Finding out the 
important features required, unnecessary and disliked will help establish the factors 
that consulting firms need to address in order to fulfil client needs and at the same time 
begin to better highlight the successes and minimise the contradictions surrounding the 
industry.  Consequently, the second research question, one to be considered in light of 
the findings from clients, is: 
“What can management consultants do to better serve their clients?” 
Once the requisite features are identified and in order to satisfy this second question, 
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the aim is to develop a structured, systematic approach for consultants to more clearly 
identify and articulate client needs and thereby serve them better.  This systematic 
approach, a Customisation Blueprint, will enable management consultants to 
personalise responsiveness to client issues.  It will provide a structured way of 
reconfiguring existing competences and creating new knowledge for innovation, thus 
reinforcing continual updating and applicability of knowledge configuration.  Renewing 
and refreshing knowledge is vital for consultancy firms given that their knowledge is not 
defined enough for formal training yet they are knowledge-intensive firms.  In addition, 
by simultaneously driving solution-tailoring in a way clients recognise, the firms which 
successfully adopt the Customisation Blueprint will see an increase in the number of 
projects they win rather than being the runner-up. 
The development of a Customisation Blueprint will satisfy the over-arching research 
purpose, which is to help consultants improve the service they offer and go some way 
to reducing the general negative perception regarding consultancy.  Suggesting a tool 
with which to approach an apparently intangible situation may seem contradictory.  Yet, 
in an industry surrounded by contradictory perceptions, an approach which guides 
activity towards greater fulfilment of client needs can help a consulting firm achieve 
sustainable growth in a continually evolving market where margins and customer 
choice create increasing operational pressures. 
1.4 Research Methodology Employed 
In keeping with much organisational research, this project is evaluative and discovery-
oriented (Robson, 2002; Hair et al., 2007).  Exploring activities and opinions of 
managers involved in the purchase and use of management consultancy services 
through a Service Operations lens, this research project adopts an interpretivist 
approach.  The research seeks to critically explore the arrangements between client 
and consultant organisations to rational inspection. The primary concern is to 
understand the experience of individuals who engage management consultants for 
their organisation.   The results inform the development of a Customisation Blueprint.  
This is a tool intended to help management consultancy firms systematically apply the 
research insights when dealing with their clients so that the service experience is 
continuously improved, in line with the core principles of operations management. 
As such, an approach allowing for the capture of personal opinion, impressions and 
experience is required.  The most obvious way is to seek direct interaction with those 
responsible for choosing their consultancy supplier.  This is normally achieved by 
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interview.  The purpose of the interviews is to try and uncover processes, behaviours 
and expectations prevalent in client organisations when engaging consultants and to 
see if and how the information can be used to help consultants in their approach 
towards clients.  To this end, the analysis adopts a ‘grounded theory lite’ approach 
(Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Gray (2009) describes this as identifying and describing 
both implicit and explicit ideas within the data whilst falling short of theory development.  
Because this research has an outcome-focused objective regarding the organisational 
performance of management consulting firms, discursive interpretation takes 
precedence over theory development and ‘grounded theory lite’ is the most suitable 
methodology.  
1.5 Outline of the Main Conclusions and Research Contribution 
The research identified a number of factors clients found critical in their dealings with 
management consultants.  These are summarised as Ways of Knowing (WOK), Ways 
of Working (WOW) and Ways of Being (WOB).  The consultant requirement was 
expressed in terms of their WOK, reflecting taken-for-granted features. It is one of the 
reasons consultancy is bought.  Clients expect proprietary tools and methods to be 
applied to their organisations.  They also expect insights from their and other sectors.      
Ways of Working and Ways of Being reflect the more abstract aspects of requirements 
and expectation.  WOW incorporates the manner in which work is carried out, the 
motivation behind it and the style.  It covers both the consulting organisation and the 
consultant, whose core values epitomise the firm in the eyes of the client.  WOB refers 
to the calibre of staff, regarding the way they project themselves as individuals and 
towards the client.  The data analysis found descriptions of a situation, or process, as 
well as references to a number of specific behavioural characteristics, or attributes 
which make buyers feel comfortable.  ‘Chemistry’, ‘cultural stuff’ and ‘gut feel’ whilst 
intangibles nevertheless have distinctive behaviours attributable to them, and clients 
actively seek these out, identifiable by their issues being tackled in a constructive and 
contextualised manner.  WOW and WOB are the levers consulting firms can use to 
influence choice in their favour.   
This has implications for the way consultants approach their clients and apply the 
knowledge for which they are hired.  Clients want a solution for a particular problem 
they are experiencing in their organisation.  Approaching the problem in a way that 
resonates with the client helps them recognise the suitability of a consulting firm.   
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The concept of a Customisation Blueprint guides consulting firms to structure their 
interactions and responses to client requests specifically rather than generically by 
providing them with a multi-level prompt to ensure tailored output.  At the same time, the 
structured approach suggested would continue the trend for repeatable, efficient and 
leverageable processes consulting firms need to maintain profitability in a tight trading 
environment. 
The contribution of this research is consequently twofold.  Practically, the research 
output is a tool to improve operational and financial performance of performance of 
management consulting firms through targeted responsiveness and flexibility.  The 
contribution to knowledge is to the field of Service Operations, specifically relational 
operations as defined by Staughton and Johnston (2005). 
1.6 The Structure of the Thesis  
This thesis is presented in eight chapters.  Chapter 2 explores the history of 
Management Consultancy, examining the factors that have shaped the industry’s 
growth.  It considers how the industry developed and the current pressures influencing 
its continued evolution.  Chapter 3 presents a review of the relational literature, 
comprising the fields of Sociology and Organisational Behaviour.  Chapter 4 studies 
management consultancy through multiple Operations Management sub-sections.  
Here, the constituent parts of consultancy are examined by exploring concepts such as 
knowledge, innovation, service design and delivery and customer satisfaction, 
providing the focus for an overall examination through a Behavioural Operations lens. 
Chapter 5 discusses the research rationale, explains the approach adopted, describes 
data collection and analysis methods, and highlights ethical implications and their 
handling.   The subsequent chapter presents the process of data analysis and the 
findings.  Chapter 7 uses the evidence from the research as well as theory and findings 
from Chapters 3 and 4 to assess the feasibility of developing a Customisation 
Blueprint.   The implications for practice are also considered in this chapter, discussing 
the impact for management consulting firms in adopting such an approach.  From this a 
Customisation Blueprint is proposed, and an explanation of how it works is provided.  
Chapter 8 summarises the findings from the research, provides perspectives on this 
research’s possible contribution to knowledge and practice and offers some 
recommendations on areas for further research. 
6 
 
1.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the underlying logic of this research project and the nature 
of the content arising from this.  It has outlined the background, the research questions 
and the enquiry approach taken, as well as highlighting headline conclusions and the 
project’s contribution to practice and to knowledge.  The next chapter is the first in the 
detailed journey to understand what consultancy is, why clients continue to use the 
services of consultants and the features that would make the service even better. 
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 THE CONSULTING LANDSCAPE Chapter 2:
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the historical development of the consulting industry and its 
practices, outlining the forces that have shaped it.  The chapter examines the current 
operational state of management consulting including the broader environmental and 
sociological trends which continue to influence the evolution of consulting. 
By the end of the twentieth century growth of knowledge and specialisation of the 
business world had expanded the number of professions whose primary role was the 
production, accumulation, management and codification of knowledge (Alvesson, 
2004).  Solicitors, accountants, administrators and technicians all developed, 
specialised, and to varying extents, professionalised.  Professionalisation is variously 
defined as: formal association binding practitioners within a group; sharing ethics, 
norms and standards of behaviour; a worker’s ability to exert authority over his own 
work; and a grouping of people who have developed their own mastery, knowledge and 
expertise (Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1964; Vollmer and Mills, 1966; Freidson, 1973a; 
Senge, 1990).  In professionalising, they created a class of ‘knowledge workers’ to lead 
and manage the increasingly complex realm of ideas, information and knowledge.  The 
organisations which have fed the growing need for knowledge management have been 
termed Knowledge Intensive Firms (KIFs) (Alvesson, 2004).  The classification of 
management consulting as knowledge-intensive places it amongst industries whose 
main asset lies in knowledge rather than products.  According to Armbruster (2006) a 
differentiating feature of consulting is that it is less research-intensive and more 
customer-driven than other knowledge industries.  Does being customer-driven imply a 
focus on good customer service and continuous improvement thereof?  In discussing 
the forces shaping the industry this feature will be of particular interest, to understand if 
it has influenced what firms do and how. 
Only in the 1990s did the study of management consulting begin to gain attention from 
academia.  This has advanced understanding of the factors which have led to its 
growth and further spread interest amongst academics and the public (Caruana, 1999; 
Czerniawska, 2002; Armbruster, 2006).  
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2.2 What is Management Consulting? 
The Management Consultancy Association (MCA) states that consultancy is: 
The creation of value for organisations – through improved performance, achieved by 
providing objective advice and implementing business solutions (MCA, 2014a) 
Schein (1999:1) defines consulting as a philosophy about and attitude towards the 
process of helping individuals, groups and communities.  He goes on to state that 
process consulting is the key philosophical underpinning to organisational learning and 
development, incorporating a technology or methodology of how to be helpful. The 
European Federation of Management Consultancies (FEACO) says that the purpose of 
consulting is to: 
 “help private and public organisations to analyse and redefine their strategies, to 
improve the efficiency of their business operations and to optimize their technical and 
human resources” (Poór et al., 2012:11).   
The general agreement amongst the various bodies is that the aim of a management 
consultancy appears to be to provide external and objective advice to clients.  The 
advice improves client efficiency and creates and implements strategies to sell 
consulting products and services.  The intention is to improve overall business 
performance.  Armbruster adds that consultants generally work on issues that are 
demand-intensive, dissimilar to each other and have low human asset specificity.  By 
this he means the issues may be important to the organisation but who actually deals 
with them matters little.  He asserts that issues close to the heart of an organisation are 
always dealt with by internal experts (2006).  Others assert that the practice of 
consulting has focused on the control of the white-collar bureaucracy of large 
companies rather than the shop-floor focus of Taylorism, remodelling organisations, 
especially multinational corporations, after knowledge-based, team-led consultancies 
(McKenna, 2006; Hodgson and Cicmil, 2007).  Arguably, controlling white-collar 
bureaucracy not only deals with issues close to the heart of an organisation but also 
raises questions about how clients arrive at the conclusion that they need to operate in 
this way, especially if consulting is customer-driven. 
Management consulting is not standardised, is rarely precise or predictable, and can 
produce tangible and intangible outcomes (Czerniawska, 2003).  Yet, in the twentieth 
century, consultancy has been a major business success (O'Mahoney and Adams, 
2009).  Worldwide revenues grew 13,000% without inflation correction between 1980 
and 2012 (Plunkett et al., 2013).  O’Mahoney  claims that industry growth is due to the 
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fact that consultancy “represents a powerful solution for the institutional transfer of best 
practice” (2010:46).  If he is right, this reinforces the question about how customers find 
out that remodelling in the image of consultancies is indeed best practice. 
A management consultancy’s main asset is its intellectual capital, and its proprietary 
methodologies, expertise and insights accumulated over repeated exposure to clients 
with similar problems. Leading firms, such as Deloittes or PwC, are worldwide 
organisations with strong brand reputations.  This is generally perceived to be 
important for customer retention and a significant barrier to new entrants, who tend to 
enter on a small scale, operating within a specific market, industry or even client 
organisation (Marketline, 2013a).  Brand has become a substitute for accreditation 
within the consulting industry, in the absence of a widely-accepted qualification 
(Czerniawska, 2002).  The industry involves a high degree of specialist and proprietary 
knowledge, giving the leading companies an advantage through their large pools of 
expertise and providing economies of scale. 
In most research and professional literature the management consulting industry is 
described as the provision of corporate strategy service, operations management 
service, human resource management services, change management services and the 
provision of coaching to individuals and teams.  This is generally collectively referred to 
as Business Consulting, outsourcing services and implementing information technology 
solutions (Poór et al., 2012; Marketline, 2013a).  Figure 2-1 shows the composition of 
the management consulting market in the UK in 2012.   
 
Figure 2-1: Breakdown of Turnover by service line, 2012 (Marketline, 2013b:9) 
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In keeping with the economic pressures on organisations, Operations Management is 
the biggest area of spend for client organisations, showing a focus on performance 
improvement,.  In 2010 the MCA removed outsourcing from its list of consulting 
activities because the nature of service provision diverged from the criteria used to 
define professional service delivery (MCA, 2010b).  
2.3 History and Industry Structure 
Outside advisors have existed for thousands of years, from the Oracle at Delphi, the 
prophets of biblical times and the Consigliere of the Mafia (Schein, 1999; MCA, 2010a; 
O'Mahoney, 2010; Furusten, 2013) .  Advisors throughout history have provided the 
rich and powerful with advice, nominally independent and sometimes strategic.  
Modern day management consultancy advice differs from the traditional counsel 
offered by outside advisors because it provides commercial and operational advice 
rather than political advice (McKenna, 2006:10).  Despite longstanding efforts to be 
seen as a recognised profession, consultancy evades official status whilst being 
generally accepted as one.  Von Nordenflycht has called it a neo-professional service 
(2010).  It is interchangeably referred to as an ‘industry’ (McKenna, 2006).  The service 
provided by the consultant is usually costly and involves some manifestation of 
professional knowledge.  Alvesson (2011) adds that consultancy’s professional 
knowledge may be idealised, alleging much consultancy is about outsourcing 
managerial and administrative labour. 
Early consulting was mainly advisory, for Chief Executives.  A widely-held view is that 
based on intrinsic ‘economies of knowledge’ predicated on their status as outsiders, 
consultants provided their clients with a means to acquire managerial techniques, 
processes and skills at a lower cost than if they were to develop the same in-house 
(Armbruster, 2006; McKenna, 2006).  The growth potential brought the development of 
specific competences and approaches, thus creating new competitive positioning and a 
differentiated range of service offerings by industries and practices (Panetti, 2007:2).  
The growth and institutionalisation of consulting was not simply the inevitable outcome 
of ever-increasing transaction costs.  Consulting growth hinges on client satisfaction, 
and poor performance soon results in loss of follow-up contracts and networked 
reputation (Armbruster, 2006:95).   This reinforces the view that the industry is 
customer-driven but fails to explain the emergence of appetite for operational advice 
requiring the techniques, processes and skills that consultants possess, leading to 
questions about how consultants serve clients and can they be better served than they 
are at present. 
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2.3.1 The Shaping of 20th Century Consultancy  
From its beginnings in early 20th century America, the management consulting industry 
has evolved to become a worldwide phenomenon.  Kennedy (2010) has estimated that 
in 1975 the worldwide consulting market was $4.8bn.  By 2012 it had grown to $305bn 
(Marketline, 2013a).  Today’s UK consulting industry is worth around £8.5bn and 
employs more than 80,000 consultants (IoC, 2014).  The ‘Big 4’ Accounting firms 
dominate the industry.  Figure 2-2 shows how their share of fee income has grown from 
2009-2012.  It could be a reflection that they have been rebuilding their consulting 
practices.  It could also suggest that scale and brand matters. 
 
Figure 2-2: “Big 4” Capture growing share of fee income. (% total fee income 2009-2012) 
(MCA, 2014b) 
Three strands of development converged to create the modern management consulting 
industry (Kipping, 2002).  Firstly, the industry has roots in Taylor, Gantt, Emerson, 
Bedaux and other pioneers of work study (ibid), focusing on deconstructing activities to 
their smallest point, which became known as Scientific Management (Taylor, 1911).  
The system of motion study and wage incentives was created as a response to a 
problem specific to the development of manufacturing at the turn of the twentieth 
century – the requirement to be able to cope with increased demand through more 
efficient production and the need for easily trained labour.  Scientific Management 
almost exclusively deals with shop floor and blue collar activity, and is the most 
commonly accepted view of the origins of modern management consulting (Kipping 
and Engwall, 2002; McKenna, 2006).  However, it is only one route, and in fact was not 
responsible for the initial institutionalisation of the industry as it emerged from America.  
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Scientific Management as a basis for consulting, despite originating in the US,  was 
stronger in the UK and Europe, developing in the late 1930’s/early1940’s, with the 
establishment of PA Consulting Group, Urwick Orr, PE and a number of others.  
Aligned to the origins of Scientific Management, these firms concentrated on solving 
the problems of factory floor organisation rather than the higher level problems of 
strategy and structure (McKenna, 2006:169). 
A second strand emerged through the development of ties between staff of 
technologically advanced companies of the day with leading engineering schools.  
Companies such as GE, Kodak, Du Pont, Standard Oil and AT&T had a seemingly 
endless need for technological developments (ibid).  The traditional boundaries of the 
firm were fluid in terms of R&D and these companies made defensive purchases of 
external innovations as well as developments coming from independent investors 
commercialising their patents.  Consequently, executives from these and similar 
companies forged relationships with the well-known engineering universities such as 
MIT, Carnegie Mellon, Stanford, and Cornell in order to increase access to new ideas 
and technologies.  Arthur D Little was the first consulting firm to emerge in this way 
(McKenna, 2006).  Such management engineering firms emphasised their abilities to 
perform technical work and also to carry out general surveys of the company for their 
corporate clients.  These ‘business surveys’ expanded the consultants’ exposure in the 
client organisation by providing boardroom restructuring work as well as interaction 
with CEOs, thus building relationships and networks.  Consultants became transmitters 
of managerial ideas developed in myriad organisational settings (ibid).   
The third strand emerged from the American accounting firms who created costing 
systems that distinguished between variable and fixed costs, depreciation, seasonal 
fluctuations and variable labour rates, as well as offering ways to compare costs 
between different manufacturers within a single industry.  From this work ultimately 
derived performance management and benchmarking from the 1980’s onwards.  
However, in the 1930’s American legislation was the main trigger for the industry’s 
exponential growth (ibid), particularly from this third strand. The two main pieces of 
legislation were aimed at restricting collusive practices and information flows between 
companies.   
The Glass-Steagall Banking Act of 1933 separated commercial and investment 
banking where commercial bankers had often supervised accountants and engineers 
carrying out ‘investigations’.  Banks were also prevented from carrying out 
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reorganisational and consultative activities for their clients, and had to abandon 
stockbroking and underwriting (ibid:16).  The commercial and operational activities 
subsequently were carried out by management consultancies, while the financial 
practices became separate professions in their own right.  The Securities Act of 1933 
required that due diligence must be carried out before any corporate financing could 
take place.  Thus two anti-monopolistic legislations in effect outlawed competition and 
created a professional vacuum, which consultants filled.  They became the 
independent providers of potentially anti-competitive information, in the form of SEC 
(Securities and Exchange Commission) mandated ‘management audits’, also known as 
‘bankers surveys’, offering a legal method to transfer knowledge between rival 
organisations without incurring regulatory opprobrium.  This shifted the emphasis from 
monitoring costs in the cost-accounting work to lowering costs, and provided the 
foundations for the corporate governance infrastructure in existence today (McKenna, 
2006). 
‘Bankers surveys’ became the hallmark of McKinsey.  James McKinsey developed a 
‘General Survey Outline’ for inexperienced consultants to follow.  The company 
benefited in three ways from this internal systemisation of client contact and report-
writing (ibid:48).  Firstly, McKinsey and Co institutionalised their professional practices; 
secondly completion of the studies paved the way for more specialised studies; and 
thirdly, working to a proforma meant young consultants could be charged out for more 
than would otherwise be possible.  Hiring out young consultants rather than older, more 
expensive ones, who are correspondingly freed up to oversee a greater number of 
young consultants, is called ‘leverage’ and the ability to do this significantly enhances a 
firm’s profitability (Kipping, 2002:43; Maister, 2003:3). 
2.3.2 Industry Structure 
Figure 2-3 shows how and where the large, branded consultancies were founded, 
reflecting a clustering together in their choice of location (McKenna, 2006).  Rooted in  
Chicago and Boston, the industry appears to have come from the heavily industrialised 
heartlands of the north-eastern United States.  The second world war brought with it 
the need to create more with less, increase production efficiency and simplify skills 
training resulting in the establishment of the ‘Taylorist’ method study companies in 
Europe (Kipping, 2002). Many other consulting companies came into existence from 
the 1940’s to the present day.  Of these, Boston Consulting Group (BCG), Roland 
Berger and Bain and Company both merit individual mention. 
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Figure 2-3: The Major Brand Management Consultancies: Where and When Founded (Adapted from 
Panetti, 2007) 
The founder of BCG, Bruce Henderson, was the first ‘product’ of the both the 
development and the institutionalisation of the industry: an undergraduate degree in 
engineering, a Harvard Business School graduate, worked for Westinghouse then 
Arthur D Little before being invited by the CEO of the Boston Safe Deposit and Trust 
Company to start a consulting arm for the bank (BCG, 2011).  BCG broadly followed 
the pattern for work and building its client base as already outlined.  Roland Berger 
also worked for BCG.  He left in 1967 to set up his own company which has now 
become the largest consultancy of German origin (Kipping, 2002:33).  Bill Bain went to 
the same university as Bruce Henderson, eventually joined BCG, where he was 
perceived as the heir to the throne, then left in 1973 to set up his own company, taking 
a few colleagues and clients with him.  He wanted a strategy firm with a difference, one 
that focused on longer assignments that not only devised strategy but also 
implemented it (Bain&Company, 2011).   
By the 1950s the practice of building up clientele through professional referrals and 
social contacts had become embedded, but most client companies had been 
reorganised and most consultants were working themselves out of a job.  Pragmatism 
came to the fore, and instead of selling general surveys management consulting firms 
decided to offer increasingly specialised studies to their clients.  McKenna (2006:70) 
claims this is what made consultants’ roles institutionalised because the presence of 
management consultants became more a part of the corporate routine, establishing 
their work as a natural part of a client organisation’s existence.  In 1953 a totally new 
thing happened.  Firstly, GE engaged Arthur Anderson to oversee the installation of the 
first computer used specifically for business and secondly one of the executives 
involved specifically recommended that companies should not carry out a computer 
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installation without firstly employing a ‘competent consultant’ before trying to install the 
new technology (Osborn, 1956).  This led to a new market for the 1960s, surpassed 
only by strategy as a revenue stream, creating somewhat of a split in the service 
provision by management consulting firms.  One camp continued to provide advice on 
strategy and the other camp focused on providing IT advice.  This distinction remains 
fairly constant.   
For nearly 100 years it seemed that consultancy was irrepressible.  Within the last 
decade however a number of social, political and technological developments have 
occurred to cause significant upheaval within the industry.  Changes in management 
styles and familiarity of working with consultants mean clients approach consultants 
differently.  The anti-monopolistic legislation of 2002 creates an operational step 
change, echoing that of the 1930’s.  Technology has become a help and a hindrance to 
consultants plying their trade, making their work more replicable and differentiation 
more recognisable.  Repercussions from this are many, but a key question which 
continues to arise is how consultants can better serve their clients.  Are the same ways 
of operating still valid or do clients want something different? 
2.4 Current Operational Situation 
Clients use management consulting firms for a broad range of services, from help in 
articulating strategies to implementing large-scale IT and operational change 
programmes, as shown in Figure 2-1, yet as a professional service, consulting is 
largely dispensable (Kitay and Wright, 2007; Sturdy et al., 2013).  Not buying is always 
one of the choices available, which means that clients have strong buyer power.  
Conversely, buyer power is reduced once the choice has been made to enter into a 
contract with a management consulting firm for a specific project, because of the large 
differentiation and customisation of the services even though buyers tend not to incur 
switching costs between projects. Having chosen the service that most effectively 
meets their needs, comparability becomes difficult (Marketline, 2013b).   
At the same time as clients try to run their own businesses more efficiently and 
successfully than their competitors, with or without consultant support, their 
expectations of consultants are changing.  Clients more frequently consider ‘value-
based’ methods for pricing and contracting, thus buying services differently (MCA, 
2014a).  Consequently, clients place pressure on professional service providers to 
justify their costs more than ever, and are increasingly asking different firms for their 
best ideas or new products, often sharing one firm’s ideas with its competitors, 
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including the firm they finally choose to work with .   
The past decade has also provided significant events that have affected the industry.  
Notably, the dotcom crash and Enron, commoditisation and IT, and finally, the Credit 
Crunch post-2008 (O'Mahoney et al., 2008).  The consequences of these are 
discussed and the implication for how clients are served is considered. 
2.4.1 Enron  
On 2nd December 2001 American energy trading company Enron Corporation filed for 
bankruptcy protection (Healy and Palepu, 2003:4).  A direct consequence was the 
Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 (Deakin and Konzelmann, 2003).  The Act’s purpose was 
to improve the accuracy and reliability of accounting information.  However it also 
legislated against firms being able to serve the same clients with audit and consulting 
services (Morgan et al., 2006).  The financial impact was enormous, since by the time 
of the Enron collapse, the ‘Big Five’ accounting firms (Arthur Anderson, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, KPMG, and Ernst and Young) 
earned half their revenue from the higher margin consulting business (O'Mahoney, 
2010). 
Audit firms had to disengage from consulting activity.  A flurry of merger and 
divestment activity followed.  This transformed the structure of the industry, as had the 
Glass-Steagall Banking Act and the Securities Act of the 1930’s (Clark, 2007).  The 
major difference between the 1930’s and the 2002 legislation relates to client 
engagement and relationship-building.  This time, legislation required open 
competition, thereby institutionalising the formal, structured procurement processes 
most buying organisations now practice.  As partial mitigation, many firms have 
developed systems of relationship managers, responsible for the firm’s total 
relationship with each key client organisation.  Yet in practice their primary 
responsibility is for managing and growing an account, and co-ordinating the 
consultants across every project – in other words an internal not a client-driven focus, 
which seems to go against the spirit if not the letter of the intention. 
Either way, because relationship-building requires the finding of common ground 
between consultant and client, especially through curiosity, questioning, and enquiring 
in general, a central part of the profession is to develop interpersonal skills (Maister et 
al., 2000:29; Dowling, 2009).  Much of this depends heavily on interpersonal 
psychology rather than technical mastery (Maister et al., 2000).  The problem is that 
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many management consulting firms breed a culture of content expertise and mastery 
because it is measurable and quantifiable, unlike ‘experience’ and ‘relationships’.  For 
consultancy, this means that the answers to questions asked must be listened to.  If the 
three goals of service, satisfaction and success are to be met (Maister, 2003:3) 
consulting firms need to manage the substance of what is done for clients as well as 
client expectations and perceptions.  To do this well requires a systematic approach 
and a process orientation to track client preferences, desires and requirements 
(Maister, 2003; Näslund, 2008).  Yet few management consulting firms have a 
systematic programme of ensuring and improving the experience a client has with the 
firm, meaning the issue of improving client service is a managerial one. 
2.4.2 Commoditisation and IT 
According to O’Mahoney (2010), management of knowledge has always been crucial 
to the functioning of society as without it the skills, techniques and information 
accumulated over time would be lost.  A consequence of market growth has been the 
increasing commoditisation of every area of consulting, as with other professional 
services.  McKinsey’s General Business Survey proforma started the process of 
codification and quietly launched the commoditisation of the industry.  It is also called 
‘productisation’ (Delong et al., 2007:100). 
‘Productisation’ is both a benefit and an issue for consulting firms.  Czerniawska (2003) 
asserts that commoditisation helps in moving away from pure process and thus pure 
service and that it is an outcome of consultants’ own desire to make their outputs more 
concrete.   Haas and Hansen (2005) found that competitive knowledge performance 
depends more on how firms use the knowledge they have rather than on how much 
they actually know.  Thus the use of technology to codify and standardise processes 
and procedures is another significant factor in the continued commoditisation of 
consulting.  When used as a tool for internal management within the management 
consulting firm IT is instrumental in capturing knowledge, making it available for more 
widespread use, thus enabling more efficient use of consultants’ time.  Systematic 
knowledge management allows management consulting firms to stay up to date with 
industry practices and market information and enables them to distribute knowledge 
resources (Armbruster, 2006) in a consistent if not quite standardised way.  Most 
management consulting companies use similar software packages and follow similar 
methods, usually rebadged with ‘in-house’ terminology.  This goes some way to 
standardising the market and enabling replicability.  
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Commoditisation in consultancy however is not only the transmutation of knowledge 
into marketable products but also the processes that underpin the consulting firm’s 
ability to achieve this goal (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001).  Thus, all the larger 
management consulting firms have processes, formalised or otherwise, by which ideas 
are researched so as to spot business trends and experience accumulated.  Alvesson 
(2004) asserts that in circumstances where the absolute value of a commodity is 
difficult to assess, who is offering it becomes an important consideration, which feeds 
the advantage of larger firms.  
Consultants have an unusual relationship with IT in that they are rarely involved in its 
creation yet are pivotal to its distribution and application in organisations.   Even many 
Business Consulting projects have at least some form of integration requirement with 
IT thus expanding the multidisciplinarity of the consulting team, and increasing fee 
income (see Figure 2-6, p20). 
2.4.3 The post-2008 Credit Crunch 
The global market for consulting has largely followed client organisations in tandem 
through downturns.  2002 was the first dip ever experienced in the consulting industry 
(Kennedy, 2010).  This dip was a consequence of Enron and the subsequent passing 
of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act as discussed in section 2.4.1.  The 2009 dip shown in 
Figure 2-4 is the first time consulting income has fallen as a result of clients’ financial 
constraints, showing the impact of the 2008 credit crunch.   
 
Figure 2-4:  Global Management and Marketing Consultancy Market Value: $ million, 2008-2012  
(Marketline, 2013a:8) 
The recovery post-2010 appears to indicate a return to continued incremental growth.  
19 
 
Industry research (Matthews and Burchfield, 2010) interprets the fact that consulting 
now follows economic trends as one of many factors signalling the intensifying 
maturation of the worldwide consulting market.   Figure 2-5 shows how growth in the 
global consulting market is envisaged to continue despite the ongoing effects in the 
worldwide economy of the 2008 credit crunch.  Nevertheless consulting firms continue 
to work on improving efficiency and profitability (MCA, 2010a). 
 
Figure 2-5: Global Consulting Market Size and Growth Forecast, 2012- 2017 (Marketline, 2013a) 
An analysis of consulting services (shown in Figure 2-6) suggests that clients are 
principally looking for support in the areas of financial systems and analysis, 
operational performance, project management and IT.  IT is the strongest of all these 
activities generating almost a fifth of fee income.  Taken together these services 
account for more than two thirds of the industry’s revenue.  The results confirm the 
views of leading industry players that most clients are looking to improve their 
operational performance rather than focus on growth (as also indicated in Figure 2-1, 
p9).  The continued investment in IT suggests that clients are building their 
infrastructure so that they are well positioned to respond to growth when it finally 
materialises (MCA, 2014a). 
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Figure 2-6:  Fee income by service line 2012 (% total fee income) and change (%) 2011-12 (MCA, 
2014c) 
The overall picture appears one of selective purchasing by clients to address specific 
and immediate business needs.  The fall in fee income from business process re-
engineering may reflect the fact that both clients and consultants are adopting a more 
holistic approach, working together to rebuild inter-related systems rather than re-
engineer a single process. This might also explain why fee income from change 
management increased in 2012, with clients preferring to understand their businesses 
holistically rather than mechanically (MCA, 2014c). 
2.5 The Benefits of UK Consulting 
MCA member companies account for an estimated 60% of the UK consulting industry 
and employ 30,000 of the approximately 80,000 consultants in the UK who between 
them generate £8.5bn fee income (MCA, 2014a).   According to an MCA survey 
(2010c:10), the benefits to UK clients is equivalent in value to around £56bn.  Figure 2-
7 shows how benefits were realised in client businesses, identifying specific benefits of 
the individual consulting projects. 
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Figure 2-7: The benefits of using consultants (Czerniawska, 2006b:8) 
Arguably, ‘more efficient processes’ and ‘specialist knowledge’ are linked categories, 
since consultants are more likely to have the specialist knowledge and tools to dissect, 
define and design fit-for-purpose processes to deliver requisite results for clients.  
Nonetheless, using consultants for short-term input highlights the growing complexity of 
business and the specialisation of labour in the economy as a whole, as well as the 
result of many years of structural change and organisational downsizing.  Overall, 
therefore, despite apocryphal horror stories, the UK consulting industry makes a 
positive and quantifiable contribution to the UK economy (MCA, 2009).  
Clients clearly believe they receive benefit from the consultancy input they buy, as 
shown in Figure 2-7, yet internal operating pressures and external selection pressures 
imposed by clients continue to challenge consultancy firms.  It would seem that to 
succeed in the newly-emerging market, working out how to more readily and 
demonstrably satisfy client needs could be an imperative for growth, if not survival. 
2.6 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has discussed the history and evolution of consultancy.  A number of key 
factors for future growth and success emerge.   
Consultancy’s main asset lies in knowledge, in the form of intellectual capital, 
proprietary methodologies and insights accumulated over repeated exposure to clients 
with similar problems.  Its aim is to improve client business performance by providing 
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external and objective advice on issues that are demand-intensive and dissimilar.  The 
nature of business consulting has meant that consultants have not secured control over 
a distinctive domain of knowledge.  Rather, it is the type of knowledge and how 
consultants apply it that is important in a particular client context.  Acquiring and 
possessing knowledge from each client intervention provides more knowledge to sell, 
in any one of its competence guises and increases its competitive value.  There is a 
preference to propose approaches and solutions based on consolidated blueprints, 
generally characterised by American pragmatism, notwithstanding the fact that much of 
the knowledge acquired on projects is tacit rather than explicit and can hardly be 
codified (Armbruster, 2006:166; Panetti, 2007). 
In the absence of official professional status brand becomes important for customer 
retention and to an extent is a substitute for formal accreditation.  As growth hinges on 
satisfaction, not just brand awareness, it can be assumed that clients have a level of 
satisfaction with the service they receive.  Different services brought growth for modern 
advice-giving.  Shop-floor automation and industrial efficiency was one strand, 
particularly strong in mid-to-late 20th century Britain. Another strand was technological 
know-how transfer through management engineering.  By dealing with efficiency issues 
and the creation and implementation of strategies for clients to better sell their products 
and services, consultants provide advice across all aspects of client organisations, 
giving them unprecedented access to influential people in business.  The emergence of 
‘business surveys’ and the expansion of consultant exposure to boardrooms, beginning 
the process of transmitting managerial ideas developed in myriad organisational 
settings thus building networks and relationships. 
The shaping of today’s industry was completed with a third strand of activity, the 
provision of management audits.  Management audits not only provided the 
foundations for the corporate governance infrastructure existing today, they were the 
first step towards commoditising consultancy work, thereby increasing profitability 
through the practice of ‘leveraging’, where more expensive consultants oversee a 
greater number of younger ones.  An indirect consequence of leveraging was that 
experienced consultants had time to network socially and professionally, with each 
other and with senior executives they met through their boardroom work, a situation 
further facilitated by socioeconomic concentration, with business and consulting 
dominated by the upper-middle class.  Relationships were built on social capital and 
shared background. 
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Clients, from small to large companies operating across a wide spectrum of markets 
and industries, use consultancy for a broad range of services.  Sought for their 
independence, expertise and ability to achieve results to deadlines, consulting is 
nonetheless a dispensable service.  Growth has also meant increased client 
experience, therefore familiarity, with consultants and consulting practices, creating an 
increase in transparency across firms. Transparency is due to clients shopping around 
leveraging their own contacts and knowledge when seeking firms with which to work.  
Technology contributes to transparency, since proprietary information can be sent 
anywhere electronically as do consultants moving between firms as well as from firms 
to clients as they seek better opportunities (Delong et al., 2007).  Additionally, the post-
Enron Sarbanes-Oxley legislative requirement for competition institutionalised 
shopping around, affecting how clients engaged with consultants and the ensuing 
relationships.  Firms responded by developing systems of relationship managers 
whose job was not to ensure client satisfaction but to systematically grow the accounts 
they were responsible for.  Although arguably they could only succeed if clients were 
satisfied on an ongoing basis, the primary focus was internal, not client-driven. 
All these factors require the careful handling of consulting knowledge as well as the 
areas of uncertainty within the consulting relationship.  The intellectual capital and the 
cultural matrix of the large consulting companies influence attempts to formalise, 
leverage and disseminate knowledge more systematically.  Most companies use 
similar software packages and follow similar methods, re-badged in-house if needs be, 
and have systematised processes to spot business trends.  This goes a long way to 
standardising the market and enabling replicability.  However, given the discussion 
throughout this chapter, might it not be better to use knowledge of what clients need to 
influence what knowledge is formalised and how it is leveraged, disseminated and 
applied?  Highlighting their client-driven approach could perhaps mitigate against 
institutionalised competition, more predictably win more work and thus achieve growth 
and client satisfaction. 
Given how the industry has evolved during the 20th century, and the significant events 
of the first decade of this century, management consultancies might benefit from better 
understanding what really matters to clients.  Technological developments have made 
consultant work more replicable and differentiation more recognisable. Changes in 
legislation, management styles and familiarity of dealing with consultants mean clients 
approach consultants differently.  Knowledge of client processes and individuals, 
current proposal development practice and feedback from past and current 
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assignments should be combined to inform responses to briefings and proposals. This 
thesis will explore what matters to clients when choosing from amongst consultants to 
establish how buyers pre-judge what will create satisfaction.  How clients approach the 
purchase of consultancy, what key aspects affect their decision-making and what 
factors are important in a successful consulting pitch will all be examined. Once this 
has been ascertained, the study will then seek to establish if it is possible to develop a 
formal process to identify key contextual and relationship events which can influence 
the response content and consulting approach more favourably.   
Capturing these features could provide a tool with which to approach an intangible but 
important feature of management consultancy work and provide consultants with an 
intervention-level reference point for customer drivers.  Perhaps this could feasibly 
address the key challenge of sustainable growth whilst operating in a market where 
consultancy buyers increasingly exercise their powers of choice and squeeze margins 
ever lower. 
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 CONSULTANCY DISSECTED RELATIONALLY Chapter 3:
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 2 examined the inception and growth of consulting and provided an overview 
of the historical, social and economic forces that have formed the industry.  The 
chapter also examined the issues currently facing the industry.  Many authors have 
made insightful contributions about the nature of economic, political, technological and 
social factors that have led to clients’ increased demand for consulting services 
(Caruana, 1999; Kipping, 2002; Armbruster, 2006; McKenna, 2006; Morgan et al., 
2006).  Continuous growth implies mutual needs being satisfied.  Notwithstanding, 
anecdotal stories of poor service coupled with a bad press suggest that consultants 
could do much to improve the perception of their industry and service.  A possible 
explanation could lie in the nature of the relationship and interactions between 
consultant and client.   
To this end, this chapter investigates the study of Management Consultancy as 
depicted in the organisational behaviour and sociology literature.  These fields are 
explored in order to shed light on consultant-client relationships and whether and how 
they are instrumental in the satisfaction of client needs and the realisation of continued 
consulting firm growth. 
The industry has a high profile within the service sector, and academic attention has 
resulted in a wealth of published research examining consulting.  The examination of 
consultancy as a business provides the initial foundation for the work, outlining how it 
works and how it is managed, by both consulting and client firm.  Concepts of trust, 
commitment and attraction as they pertain to client-consultant relationships are 
examined.  They are considered in the light of their impact on client satisfaction, inter-
organisational behaviour, the formations of alliances and networks and how this affects 
knowledge transfer.  This is followed by an exploration of the features and 
characteristics of management consultancy as a professional service.  Whilst 
conforming in many ways with the characteristics associated with professional 
services, there are features unique to consulting which impact on consulting operations 
and service delivery.  The chapter ends with an examination of why clients buy 
consultancy services and what influences their buying.  The findings from the chapter 
are discussed at length and summarised in Table 3-1 (p41).    
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3.2 Understanding Management Consultancy 
Armbrüster and Glückler (2007) observe that the practice of consulting is primarily 
concerned with providing methods and tools different from clients’ routines.  
Consultancy appears to hinge on knowledge in any one of its forms or combination 
thereof.    Knowledge accessing, acquisition, exchange and creation are a key reason 
why firms build or enter networks with other firms.  This is especially true of consulting 
firms, considered the epitome of a networked organisation and focus on alliances 
(Swan et al., 1999; Smart et al., 2007; Goodale et al., 2008; Squire et al., 2009).  The 
focus of network capital on accessing rather than acquiring knowledge is consistent 
with the knowledge-based view of firms and with the continuous improvement, dynamic 
capabilities and consulting literature (Huggins, 2010).  Consultancies provide, acquire 
and process information about business in general.  Consultancies develop knowledge 
structures, scripts and heuristics that help them behave in a manner consistent with 
industry practice and eases interaction with client organisations (Goodale et al., 2008).   
When choosing consultants, clients tend to be ambivalent, both positive and critical, of 
the service (Sturdy, 1997:402).  An intensely interpersonal business, the concepts of 
trust, commitment and attraction between client staff and the consulting team play an 
important role in creating and cementing emotional bonds between individuals (Stumpf 
and Longman, 2000; Werr and Pemer, 2007; Richter and Niewiem, 2009; Ko, 2010).  
Such concepts are instrumental in the creation and sustaining of a relationship and 
underpin the reliance on ‘soft’ judgemental criteria when selecting consultants (Werr 
and Pemer, 2007; Hill et al., 2009; Höner and Mohe, 2009). Clients have a presumption 
that technical competence exists so look for empathy and genuine interest (Stumpf and 
Longman, 2000; Schwarz, 2004; Appelbaum, 2005; Giannakis, 2011).  Frequently 
termed professional and personal (or social) competence, empathy and interest are set 
within existing frames of references, beliefs, commitments and action patterns of the 
client organisations.  Client culture determines behaviours and expectations and is 
used to co-create a shared reality (Edvardsson, 1990; Pellegrinelli, 2002; Richter and 
Schmidt, 2006; Chelliah and Davis, 2010; Chelliah, 2011).  As well as being central to 
the successful execution of the consulting task, social competence provides the link for 
the “in-between” places.  It spans between projects and the prevalent work-home 
blurring of dining and socialising together (Sturdy et al., 2006; O'Mahoney et al., 2008; 
Karantinou and Hogg, 2009).   
The combination of these multiple factors has led to consulting being compared with 
courtship or a marriage where divorce is not possible (Levitt, 1981; Boss and 
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McConkie, 1983; Pellegrinelli, 2002; Smith and Stewart, 2011).  This highlights how 
vital communication is to ensure good results (Edvardsson, 1990; Nikolova et al., 2009; 
Mohe and Seidl, 2011).  If client expectations are met a trust relationship emerges 
(Armbrüster and Glückler, 2007; Six and Sorge, 2008).  Consultants showing 
commitment to enhance client organisational effectiveness helps the trust relationship 
blossom.  In turn, this plays a role in stimulating satisfaction and perhaps generates a 
follow-up contract.  However, using an exploratory case study methodology and the 
semi-structured in-depth interview method for data collection, Karantinou and Hogg 
demonstrated that retention can occur without a trusting relationship (2001:266).  There 
are other reasons for keeping the same provider.  The main reasons are “locking-in” 
the customer through barriers-to-exit such as consumer loyalty programmes, 
prohibitive switching costs, as is the case in much IT consulting, or avoidance of 
penalties being applied.  Such thinking implies a continuum of interaction types 
between buyer and seller, from transaction to relationship, where the issue is in 
determining at what point it is possible to interest buyers in establishing a relationship 
(Barnes, 1994).  For consultancy this poses a number of difficulties, not least of which 
is the nature of their interactions with clients. 
Fincham  (2002a) established client-consultant relations as the archetypal agency 
relation, a kind of extrusion of managerial authority with consultants operating at the 
outer edges of corporate power.  Fincham’s research was carried out with a variety of 
consulting firms, using a combination of interviews and case material.  Given the 
centrality of the client in a client-consultant relationship, the lack of a client perspective 
in Fincham’s research is a notable omission.  Clients represent a huge diversity in 
positions, interests, participation and overlapping identifications, from controller to 
colleague (Appelbaum, 2005; Wickham, 2008; Alvesson et al., 2009; Pemer and Werr, 
2013).  For both parties a relationship acts as an uncertainty reducer, rendering co-
operation essential (Svensson, 2003; Wagner and Bode, 2014).  Clients have the 
confidence that work will be done well and in a way they are comfortable with 
(Alvesson, 2001:873; Whittle, 2006; Goodale et al., 2008).  Consultants feel 
organisational security not just income or growth is achieved because there is less 
chance of an opportunity turning competitive  (Haas and Hansen, 2005:14; Goodale et 
al., 2008; Sturdy et al., 2013).  On the other hand, Furusten’s (2009) three-question 
semi-structured in-depth interviews with 11 buyers of consultancy and 5 consultants 
found that trust can oblige firms to behave with loyalty and conformity to expectations.  
Whilst positive for consultancy firms, for client organisations this may constrain choice 
and limit learning.   
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Similar conclusions were drawn by Squire et al. (2009).  Information was collected 
using a questionnaire distributed to 500 manufacturing firms from which they received 
104 responses.  Four hypotheses about the extent trust, relationship duration and 
supplier performance influence the buyer-supplier relationship and co-operation within 
it were tested.  Relationship duration was found to have a significant negative effect on 
knowledge transfer, implying that firms share more knowledge early in the relationship.  
The conclusion was that a firm’s resources and competitive advantage were embedded 
within the wider network of inter-firm relationships rather than narrowly-defined bi-
lateral ones.  For management consultancies this seems to point to the need to re-think 
their approach to client relationships.  To underline their ability to consistently apply 
knowledge contextually, how understanding of a particular client issue and situation is 
stated as well as relationship managers’ account priorities might benefit from a re-
assessment.  This could simultaneously render consultants customer-focused and 
customer-driven, thereby better able to serve clients. 
Raz and Blank (2007) carried out case study research about professionalism in an 
Israeli call centre.  Plakoyiannaki’s (2008) case study in a UK automotive services 
company explored the link between employee orientation and customer relationship 
management.   Both found that artefacts such as language, rituals, dressing code, and 
stories function as levers which promote development of long-lasting close 
relationships.  Lawrence et al.’s (2012) multiple case study research compared 3 law 
firms. Using data gathered through in-depth interviews, documentary analysis, 
observations and group discussion, they found that new systems are legitimated 
through skilled use of language by key actors.  Supportive frames for the new system 
to be understood and accepted are thereby created.  
A complication arises however, because it is alleged that consultants and clients speak 
different languages, have difficulties in communicating with each other and need to 
create a common set of assumptions (Schön, 1991; Schein, 1999; Nikolova et al., 
2009; Mohe and Seidl, 2011; Czarniawska, 2013).  The intangible nature of consulting 
means that managers and consultants devote effort and time on “symbolic 
management”.  Consultants use a number of tools both persuasive and symbolic to 
signal competence before, during and after a project (Fincham, 1999; Haas and 
Hansen, 2007).  Examples of activities deployed are: enlisting expert colleagues to 
directly convey the message of competence; listing advisors names in proposal 
documents to establish credibility; and ensuring expert contributions are timely.  
Assembled randomly, misunderstanding could arise, so the tools must take on a 
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recognisable form (Bourdieu and Nice, 1990; Bourdieu, 1998).  In management 
consultancy routines and rituals provide the form.  
Routines and rituals are accepted as social instruments used to establish collective 
representations of social interaction and behavioural custom (Pettigrew, 1979; Schein, 
2002; Smith and Stewart, 2011). They help create both common assumptions and a 
common language.   Uncertainty is organised and reduced through the use of familiar 
participation, governance and communication processes which encourages a belief in 
reliability and integrity of the service (Goodale et al., 2008; Goldring, 2013; Nikolova et 
al., 2013).  Legitimacy is maintained by the management of impressions and the 
persuasiveness of the live performance (Sturdy, 1996; Clark and Greatbatch, 2002; 
Johansson, 2004).  When directed towards specific goals, the enactment of 
standardised, rule-bound, predictable and repetitive behaviours in a specified 
sequence activate cognitive systems associated with information-processing and 
motivation. This impacts information transmission and memorability, reinforcing 
responses and co-operation of individuals (Smith and Stewart, 2011:117).  All of this 
contributes to the credence of the experience.  Drawing attention to what is important 
and helping to channel thoughts, feelings and behaviour toward a common goal, it  
emphasises that rituals act as communications and learning systems (Smith and 
Stewart, 2011).  Examples tend to be general, such as the ritual involved in job 
interviews, the annual performance review, the announcement of the employee of the 
month, or a retirement party which simultaneously signals value for an individual’s 
commitment and loyalty and the inevitable finiteness of employment.  For consultants 
the importance lies in recognising specifics within each organisation’s rituals.  
Responding accordingly clearly signals ability and commitment to that client and its 
issues.  Responding to a request for information or for a proposal requires 
conformance to a number of ritualistic steps driven by the client.  The way in which the 
consultancy structures its response, who it puts forward in the team and the meetings 
throughout the process also demonstrate care and an active desire to enter into a 
helping relationship.  Done well, this signals that the firm takes seriously its remit to 
serve the client. 
In doctoral research examining the development and success of alliance capability, 
Kale (1999) found that routines and rituals do not drive capability and success.  Rather, 
the driver is the combination of explicit processes to accumulate and leverage alliance 
know-how with experience.  Using a multi-method approach comprising large sample 
survey research and in-depth case study, Kale found that four major aspects of 
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knowledge management lead to and enhance the ability to interact.  This creates and 
deepens relational capabilities (Figure 3-1) and thereby the sources of advantage 
which arise from alliances, networks and relationships (Helfat et al., 2007).  Since 
knowledge accessing and acquisition are key reasons clients buy consulting services 
and enter into any form of network, alliance or relationship with a management 
consultancy, this is important for consulting.  However, unclear in this Figure is how this 
knowledge is firstly generated and then accumulated in order for it to be articulated, 
codified, shared and co-ordinated.   
Figure 3-1:  Knowledge Management processes that support relational capabilities (Kale, 1999) 
The governing mechanism of much relationship behaviour is an implied obligation of 
reciprocity (Hill et al., 2009; Eckerd et al., 2013). Reciprocity implies a symbiosis, a 
mutual benefit derived from operating as a virtual enterprise, functioning as a single 
company co-ordinating knowledge in the quest for operational success and competitive 
advantage (Bititci et al., 2005; Ebrahim-Khanjari et al., 2012).  Figure 3-1 fails to 
capture a sense of reciprocity other than in the concept of possession of alliance-based 
relational capabilities, the unravelling of which appears left to the reader.   
Reciprocity through co-ordinative capacity also suggests a psychological contract 
between the buyer and the supplier.  Defined as a participant’s subjective, idiosyncratic 
perception of obligations due, the supplier’s sentiments mirror those of the 
organisation’s members collectively (Hill et al., 2009).  The client’s psychological 
expectations reflect a standard of social behaviour embedded in the memory triggered 
as social interaction occurs (Nikolova et al., 2009; Yan and Dooley, 2013).  Usually not 
made overtly known to the consultants, but implied, the onus is on the consultant to 
translate and respond suitably to ensure a match (Plakoyiannaki et al., 2008:281; 
Furusten, 2009:270; Chelliah and Davis, 2010:36).  Failure to do so tends to result in 
projects with less favourable outcomes (Nikolova et al., 2009).  The luxury of leaving it 
to clients to work out the benefits of their relationship being absent, consultants must 
Alliance-based relational 
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demonstrate success tangibly and intangibly, by what they achieve and how they work.  
As this project seeks to understand how consultants can better serve clients, one of the 
main aspects explored is the feasibility of a blueprint to assist in making sure 
consultants cover all the bases not just the ones they think need covering. 
3.3 The Business of Management Consultancy 
Having examined consultancy as a service experience from supplier and buyer 
perspectives, this section considers the features and characteristics of the business of 
consulting.  
3.3.1 Professional Services 
Sociologists were among the first to research professional work, driven by the search 
for similarities, variations and seeming inconsistencies in occupations regarded as 
professions (Johnson, 1972:21).  The formation of associations around specialised 
functions and crafts with the rule that none should practice the craft without formal 
licence dates from the 11th and 12th centuries (Carr-Saunders and Wilson, 1964:289).  
The dominating occupational principle was the worker’s authority over their own work 
(Daniels, 1973:39; Freidson, 1973b:8; Child, 1984:50), “ clothed with standards of 
excellence ... to elevate it to a position of dignity and social standing within society”   
(Vollmer and Mills, 1966:xi).  Professional groups tended to develop ethics and 
standards with regard to individuals outside, rather than within, the group (MacIver, 
1966:50).  People in professions formed a thin upper layer of society (Commonwealth-
Foundation, 1971).  Both factors tend towards elitism.  For a discretionary rather than 
legislative-purchase profession such as consultancy, the lack of a formal and 
structured relationship requirement means consultants have to constantly work at 
creating the need for their services, and to do so in a way which demonstrates client 
needs satisfaction rather than hard-sell. 
The term ‘profession’ stands for a grouping of more or less abstract characteristics, 
with many vocations exhibiting some but not all of those features.  The distinguishing 
features depicted in Figure 3-2 have been described by Suddaby et al., following a 
survey of 1606 Canadian chartered accountants, as the idealised professional model 
(2009:411): 
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Figure 3-2:  Distinguishing Features of Professional Work (Wallace and Kay, 2008:1023) 
Firstly, the work requires high levels of specialisation and customisation.  Professionals 
are trained to deal with uncertainties and unique problems that they may encounter in a 
variety of situations (Wallace and Kay, 2008).  Secondly, the frequency and importance 
of face-to-face interactions with customers, aspects of which may require an intuitive 
ability akin to art, is paramount (Daniels, 1973).  Thirdly, professional services are 
delivered by highly educated, intrinsically motivated people whose knowledge 
represents the assets of the firm (Sama and Shoaf, 2008).  Finally, professional work 
commands a body of knowledge which operates at 4 levels (Quinn et al., 1996): 
i. Cognitive knowledge (know-what) 
ii. Advanced skills (know-how) 
iii. Systems understanding (know-why) 
iv. Self-motivated creativity (care-why) 
Agreeing with the logic advocated in Figure 3-2, Leicht et al. (2009:583) nevertheless 
point out that traditional professions have always walked a tightrope between that and 
the technical environment stressing market efficiency, technological change and 
organisational innovation.  Commercialised professionalism stresses competitiveness 
in a globalised economy (ibid:269).  The business world places a premium on 
knowledge as a competitive advantage (Ebbers and Wijnberg, 2009; Shang et al., 
2009).  The concern is not the particular knowledge in itself but the way it is used within 
specific situations, particularly the experience and creativity they bring to bear on the 
knowledge that they apply at any given time (Silvestro, 1999:402; Sandberg and 
Pinnington, 2009:1163).  The results from Wallace and Kay’s survey data of 512 
Canadian lawyers confirm that the context and manner of application of professional 
knowledge affects how the individual conceptualises professionalism (2008). 
On the one hand, professional work increasingly occurs in co-operative and 
multidisciplinary teams (Delong et al., 2007).  On the other hand, the supplier must 
demonstrate problem-solving and solution-transferring ability with strong relationship 
capability.  Emphasising the changing organisational features and commercial drivers 
of B2B professional services, the supplier is evaluated on the whole value-creation 
process (Lapierre, 1997; Hanlon, 2007:268). 
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Professional knowledge work  entails theoretical and tacit knowledge, knowing-in-
action and understanding of work, as well as involving artefacts embedded into broader 
social relations (Mok, 1973:108; Quinn et al., 1996; Sandberg and Pinnington, 
2009:1143).  In a series of discussions about professionals’ approach to work, Schön 
(1991:51) found that they did not search for standard solutions by mechanically 
applying scientific theory.  Instead, through internal conversations, professionals 
sought to discover the particular features of the problematic situation.  Based on the 
knowledge-created-in-action, innovative interventions were designed and applied.  
Drawing on the psychodynamics perspective, Schein (2002:24) argues professionalism 
requires knowledge of the dynamics of the helping relationship and a readiness to deal 
with feelings that arise within both client and provider – Quinn’s “care-why”.  Key 
activities in the service delivery process involve the generation, acquisition, transfer 
and use of information.  This suggests the importance of effectively managing 
information exchanges in interactions between the service provider and the customer in 
knowledge-intensive service, (Xue and Field, 2008; Yan and Dooley, 2013).   
Similarly, Malhotra and Morris (2009:912) state that a professional service firm’s 
products are customised solutions that take the form of intangible applications of 
complex knowledge.  The client participates to some extent in the production process 
of diagnosis, inference and treatment, suggesting the importance of creating a positive 
client experience where they feel their needs are being met.  Nevertheless, Malhotra 
and Morris seem to be omitting the tangible application of complex knowledge such as 
data collection and analysis which channels discussion, diagnosis, inference and 
treatment.  Suddaby et al. (2009:413) note that professional practice is becoming 
driven by logics and assumptions drawn from a managerial rather than a professional 
perspective because professional work is increasingly fragmented and specialised. 
Consequently work within service firms is akin to that of large bureaucracies, a view 
upheld by the increased control of people and their knowledge.  
In summary, the term ‘Professional Services’ describes a service delivered by 
individuals who command a specific body of knowledge, where practitioners usually 
belong to a discipline that licenses its members based on demonstrated competence 
and involvement in the occupational culture (Ritzer, 1973:62).  According to Miller and 
Voas, professionalism’s primary goal is competent creation (2008).  Somewhat 
cynically perhaps, Alvesson and Johansson (2002:228) allege consultants use 
professionalism as a resource upon which to draw selectively in their claims for 
authority, status and credibility.   Delong et al. (2007) suggest that the highly 
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independent, high-need-for-achievement personalities who are drawn to professional 
service firms have little tolerance for structures or anything which resembles 
bureaucracy preferring to be enmeshed in solving client problems.  None of these 
views portrays what would be typically understood as the over-riding image of a 
professional today - someone in a business suit, who enjoys high social status both 
economically and in terms of social prestige (Parkan, 2008:78). 
Establishing if it is possible to reconcile the various tensions within the practice of 
consultancy such as structural control/creative freedom and process/customisation will 
help ascertain if consultants can better serve their clients by applying a standardised 
approach to encourage creativity and customisation. 
3.3.2 Characteristics of Management Consultancy Services 
As the epitome of a knowledge-intensive occupation, management consultancy has the 
outward appearance of a profession (Fincham, 1999; Alvesson, 2001; Werr and 
Stjernberg, 2003; McKenna, 2006).  Deeper examination reveals a number of key 
differences between management consultancy and other designated professions, 
which is why Von Nordenflycht (2010) designated it as neo-professional. 
Consultancy is not regulated by statute, has not yet evolved into a mainstream 
profession , and is stuck in an emerging state (Kubr, 1996; Gluckler and Armbruster, 
2003; Law, 2009).  The uncertain nature of management consulting knowledge and 
expertise is not considered valid and shared enough to form a solid basis for uniform 
training and accreditation or for evaluation of competent behaviour (Visscher, 
2006:250; Kitay and Wright, 2007).  The relative difficulty of evaluating quality or 
establishing liability for faults has been seen as a key factor limiting the emergence of a 
more developed form of profession (Berglund and Werr, 2000; Alvesson, 2001; Sturdy, 
2011).  Combined, these factors highlight the importance of reputation and experience 
and their use by clients as a gauge of professional competence (Thakor, 2000:74; 
Richter and Schmidt, 2006:381; Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2008).  Contributing to 
both reputation and experience is client perception of the tangible and intangible 
service received, the extent and way in which their problem was resolved and business 
performance improved.   
This highlights the importance of client referrals as direct reputation creators as well as 
networks and alliances as indirect creators, and consultancies must work on 
strengthening both since together they result in interactions starting with a positive bent 
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for both parties (Maister et al., 2000; Gluckler and Armbruster, 2003; Maister, 2003; 
Agterberg et al., 2010).   
Consulting is a value proposition based on consultants’ exposure to and experience 
with different companies and industries and the ability to offer impartial and objective 
insights into management problems (Appelbaum, 2005).  There is often a legislative 
compulsion to purchase law or accountancy, whereas consultancy services are 
generally commissioned on an ad hoc basis (Patterson, 2000; Armbrüster and 
Glückler, 2007).  As a discretionary purchase, consulting is easily expendable at the 
whim of clients, who might choose to use internal capabilities, do nothing or reject one 
firm in favour of another (Kitay and Wright, 2007; Sturdy et al., 2013).  Although 
consultancy does involve specialised knowledge, consultants appear to rely on a 
combination of theoretical knowledge, analytical tools and tacit judgement skills for the 
production and reproduction of information and knowledge (Muzio et al., 2010).  Styhre 
et al (2010:161) claim this procedure defies rationalisation and formal scripting, whilst 
Kitay and Wright claim it helps consultants legitimise their work (2007).  All evidence 
appears to point directly or indirectly to the importance of relationships and 
engagement with clients on an individual as well as organisational level.  How and why 
clients buy, and what matters to them as they buy, will be explored in this research. 
As a complex, unstructured, highly customised service (Xue and Field, 2008:361), the 
practice of management consulting is generally portrayed as stimulating, challenging 
and complex, dealing with uncertainties and unique problems that may be encountered 
in a variety of situations (Alvesson and Johansson, 2002; Wallace and Kay, 2008).  
Kitay and Wright’s conclusions drawn from semi-structured interviews of 58 Australian 
consultants, however, dispute this, asserting that consulting is episodic and deals 
mainly with mundane, repetitive business services (2007).  Nevertheless, consulting is 
a project-based, high-contact, high involvement service which occurs only after an 
agreement has been signed.  The outcome is co-produced with the client in a process 
of mutual learning and co-operation, with both service production and delivery 
occurring on the client premises, (Morris and Empson, 1998; Karantinou and Hogg, 
2009).  The work is done in small teams, or a collection of small teams, formed on the 
types of knowledge and degree of expertise needed and dissolved when the 
engagement is finished (Delong et al., 2007).   
One consequence of this is that the work takes place where formal, direct supervision 
and control are absent, (Goodale et al., 2008; Ambos and Schlegelmilch, 2009).  
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Nonetheless, consultants are required to act in the best interests of the firm at the 
same time as delivering a high level of customer satisfaction.  This renders the 
consultant role and occupational identity problematic and hard to define (Fincham, 
2002a:67; Kitay and Wright, 2003).  On the one hand consultants are portrayed as 
highly skilled knowledge workers focused on developing a helping relationship (Maister 
et al., 2000; Robertson and Swan, 2003; Hislop, 2008; Ambos and Schlegelmilch, 
2009).  On the other hand, consultants are beneficent parasites preying on client’s 
insecurities, using rhetoric and persuasive narrative to construct legitimacy through live 
performance and story-making (Fincham, 1999; Fincham, 2002a; Kitay and Wright, 
2003; Clegg et al., 2004; Johansson, 2004; Sturdy, 2006).   
From the consultant’s perspective, the unpredictable, role-dependent and fluctuating 
character of the work makes it difficult to accomplish and sustain a stable, steady, 
growing feeling of competence and respect (Alvesson, 2001; Plakoyiannaki et al., 
2008).  The frantic pace, long hours, unstable working conditions and instrumental, 
performative relationships produce personal and institutional insecurity and anxiety.  
(Kitay and Wright, 2007).  O'Mahoney (2007) termed this “existential angst”. Whether 
consultants deal with mundane tasks, as Kitay and Wright (2007) have asserted, or 
stimulating, challenging and complex issues fraught with uncertainties as Alvesson and 
Johansson (2002) state, feelings of insecurity and angst seem discordant with the 
general perception of consultants as highly educated people possessing self-motivated 
creativity (Quinn et al., 1996; Sama and Shoaf, 2008).  It also intuitively contradicts the 
practicalities of creating and participating in networks and alliances so crucial to the 
business of consulting. 
As with all service businesses, delivering top quality service and creating customer 
satisfaction is critical to establishing long-term relationships and gaining repeat 
business (Patterson, 2000:139).  According to Czerniawska, the single most important 
way for consultants to deliver excellent service is to keep their promises (2006a).  
Although not unique to consulting, what is unique is that the types of promises a 
consultant can make are almost limitless, and meeting promises is not necessarily an 
indicator of engagement success (McLachlin, 2000:242).  Unless agreed-upon goals 
are met, the engagement is a failed product. Possessing a deep understanding of the 
business issues facing the client, offering challenging points of view based on the 
expertise and knowledge that consultants bring to each intervention, and listening to 
clients are key ways of manifesting the intention to keep promises and deliver high 
service quality (Maister et al., 2000; Czerniawska, 2006b).  
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Challenging established ideas and thinking creatively, is also advocated to make an 
impression on and win the respect of clients (Bird, 2011; Chelliah, 2011).  However, 
Handley et al. (2007) identified a reluctance to challenge amongst consultants.  They 
attributed this to consultants’ self-identity as rational analysts with rigorous intellectual 
skills.  It could as easily be that consultant reluctance is due to concern about 
compromising the relationship or the revenue stream, given fee-earning pressures. 
Another view is that asking questions is the best way to build trust and rapport 
(Korczynski, 2007; Dowling, 2009).  Asking questions implies the need to listen to the 
answers.  “Active listening”, in the form of one-to-one conversations (Markey et al., 
2009:44) involves and reassures clients, demonstrating the ability to be co-operative as 
well as helping reduce uncertainty, indirectly building trust thereby focusing on common 
interests (Sturdy, 1997:398; Stumpf and Longman, 2000:125; Ayuso et al., 2006) and 
searching for conceptual breakthroughs .  According to de Búrca et al., a listening 
organisation has knowledge of customers and an ability to satisfy them (2006:1243). 
According to the MCA (2010c:9) the overall level of quality of service consultants 
deliver is increasing, particularly in the areas of communication and project 
management skills.  The implication seems to be that consultants are inherently 
improving what they do and how they do it.  Others suggest that as clients try to run 
their own businesses more efficiently and more successfully they are in turn changing 
the way the deal with consultants, becoming more demanding and demonstrating 
greater commissioning sophistication (Brown, 2007; Delong et al., 2007:101; Höner 
and Mohe, 2009; Poor and Milovecz, 2011). 
Part of understanding how consultants can better serve clients is to understand which 
characteristics are valid and valued by clients.  Knowing this helps shape future action. 
3.3.3 Buying Management Consultancy  
Organisations use consultants for many reasons (Canback, 1998; Canback, 1999; 
Schein, 1999; Armbruster, 2006).  A survey of 180 managers by Czerniawska (2006b) 
categorised the reasons as:  people – access to specialist skills or an extra pair of 
hands; process – using tried and tested techniques; perspective – an independent or 
innovative approach; politics – to push through for results to deadlines, possibly to 
unpopular change.  Figure 3-3 shows the distribution of these preferences, with the 
bulk of consulting assignments being entered into for ‘people’ reasons and the lowest 
acknowledgement being for the category of politics.   
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Figure 3-3: Breakdown of Clients' Use of Consultants (Czerniawska, 2006b:9) 
An alternative understanding of politics is proffered by a number of writers (Alvesson 
and Johansson, 2002; McKenna, 2006; Armbrüster and Glückler, 2007; Alvesson et al., 
2009; Sturdy, 2011).  They suggest clients may use consultants for their own individual, 
functional or managerial political purposes, such as legitimation and control or as 
scapegoats for failed initiatives.  From the low score in Figure 3-3 it could be inferred 
that this alternative view has more credence than suspected, given a natural reluctance 
to not own up to such sentiments.  Whichever reason is given for the use of 
consultants, the driver for selecting them is the requirement for improvement, whether 
due to legislative, technological, financial or trading changes (Wickham, 2008).  All of 
these reasons, depending on the interpretation could readily fit into any of the 
categories in Figure 3-3, since they ultimately converge into seeking to create or 
maintain competitive advantage.  Whether the way clients view consultants and the 
service they offer varies according to the specific reason and the required outcome is 
something the research will explore. 
The infrequent commissioning, relative discreteness and ad hoc nature of purchasing 
consultancy services means clients typically have little if any product experience.  High 
product complexity implies that there might be potential for multiple interpretations of 
service quality.  The client may therefore have no way of confidently judging many 
aspects of performance and so may rely on prior expectations and experiences in 
assessing performance (Patterson 2000).  Consequently, multiple factors combine to 
influence a client’s a priori evaluation of consultants (Figure 3-4), most of which are 
intangible criteria (Lowendahl et al., 2001:915). 
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Figure 3-4: Factors Influencing the Buyer’s Evaluation of Consultants (Edvardsson, 1990) 
Through referral networks, reputation is being established even with one-time clients.  
Each project represents a new subject on its own and clients carry over their 
experience-based quality trust to new tasks from the same provider (Armbrüster and 
Glückler, 2007:1880).  Experience of a previous assignment and employee experience 
signal service quality to clients when competing for new contracts (Edvardsson, 1990). 
Dependability, and thereby trust, derives from partner choices proving their 
competence to perform to expectations, fuelled by personal trust based on previous 
transactions (Gluckler and Armbruster, 2003; Hill et al., 2009:282; Ko, 2010:211).  
Once established, trust enables reciprocal and enduring relations and individuals or 
organisations will tend to transact with trusted persons whenever they can draw on 
resources provided within the network.   
Clients benefit from the confidence of knowing what will happen when and at what cost 
with tried and tested methodologies (Whittle 2006:427).  This bypasses the uncertainty 
associated with firms bidding for a contract who may propose vastly different 
approaches to tackling an assignment thereby making it difficult for clients to compare 
bids with any confidence (Patterson 2000).  The management consultancy firm reaps 
the benefits of sell-on, because gaining new business by marketing to existing clients is 
easier and cheaper (Maister et al., 2000; Maister, 2003).  The problem is, established 
relationships evolve slowly and demand commitment and energy (Prieto and Easterby-
Smith, 2006).  Of necessity then, client-consultant relationships are based on repeated 
contracts and require a long-term view (Karantinou and Hogg, 2001).   
Clients also seek to reduce uncertainty through other means, such as seeking word-of-
mouth recommendations from peers  and professionalised purchasing practices or 
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firms (Sturdy et al., 2013).  Professionalised procurement practices are beginning to be 
used for the specification of consulting work and the selection of consulting firms.  Even 
so, they are not yet prevalent because it is said  procurement professionals over-
specify the solution, have too great a focus on box-ticking and an obsession with price 
rather than value (O'Mahoney, 2011:16).  The trust-based psychological contract 
remains far more important than the legal contract (Werr and Pemer, 2007:100).   
These factors further reinforce client referrals as the single most important way of 
establishing contact between consultants and potential clients, relying on and 
strengthening both internal and external networks (Maister et al., 2000; Gluckler and 
Armbruster, 2003:286; Maister, 2003).  This is confirmed by research which shows the 
benefits of positive networked reputation as a proxy quality and customer satisfaction 
measure, resulting in interactions starting with a positive bent for both parties (Whittle, 
2006).  How and why clients buy, and what matters to them as they buy, will be 
explored in this research to help ascertain whether a Customisation Blueprint could be 
developed to help consultancies better serve clients. 
3.4 Findings from the Relational Literature 
Consultancy is an important economic activity with specific financial outcomes but 
includes interpersonal dynamics at an individual and organisational level to help shape 
how a business relationship evolves.  An overview of the relational literature reveals 
that although intuitively useful it has proved a poor source for practical insight whilst 
nevertheless providing some behavioural insight.  The key approaches to identifying 
how clients and consultants interact and what makes some interactions more 
successful than others are captured in Table 3-1, highlighting indicative publications, 
the operational focus, the assumptions underlying each perspective and the co-
ordinating mechanisms required.   
Adapted from Mohe and Seidl’s (2011) summary of the diverse attempts at theorising 
the client-consultant relationship through aspects such as power, role, knowledge 
transfer, and modes of interaction, the table shows how the theoretical approaches 
acknowledge the high degree of customisation and client-consultant interaction. 
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Stance Representational 
Theoretical 
Perspective 
Role Theory Rites Theory 
(Liminality) 
Theory of 
Otherness 
(Parasites) 
Agency 
Theory 
Social 
Network 
Theory 
Situated 
Learning 
Theory 
Institutional 
Theory 
Psycho-
dynamic 
Theory 
Social 
Systems 
Theory 
Indicative 
Publications 
Schein 
(1999) 
Kitay and 
Wright 
(2003) 
Sturdy (1996) 
Sturdy et al 
(2006) 
Wright (2005) 
Kipping and 
Armbruster 
(2002) 
Clegg et al 
(2004) 
Fincham 
(2002a) 
 
Gluckler and 
Armbruster 
(2003) 
Huggins 
(2010) 
Handley et 
al (2007) 
Huxham and 
Hibbert 
(2008) 
Greenwood 
and 
Suddaby 
(2006) 
Wright et al 
(2012) 
Chelliah and 
Davis (2010) 
Chelliah (2011) 
Mohe and Seidl 
(2011) 
Focus 
Individual 
(client and/or 
consultant) 
Individual 
(client and 
consultant 
and/or 
organisation) 
Individuals 
and/or 
organisations 
(client and 
consultant) 
Individual 
(client) 
Individual 
(client and 
consultant) 
Individual 
(Consultant 
and/or 
communities 
Individual 
and 
Organisation 
Individual client 
and consultant 
Individual (client 
and consultant) 
Underlying 
Premise 
Client and 
consultant 
take different 
roles 
Consultants 
are actors in 
luminal 
spaces 
Difference 
between 
client and 
consultant is 
the nub of 
the 
consulting 
intervention 
Client and 
consultant 
have 
different 
goals and 
different 
information 
Client and 
consultant 
have different 
expectation 
and/or 
understanding 
due to 
organisational 
boundaries 
Consultants 
participate in 
different 
communities 
of practice 
with different 
norms, 
values and 
behaviours 
Individual 
behaviour  
substantially 
shaped by 
taken-for-
granted 
institutional 
prescriptions  
Clients have 
unspoken 
expectations 
that consultants 
are expected to 
meet 
Client and 
consultant are 
distinct 
communication 
systems 
operating 
independently 
Coordinating  
Mechanisms 
Matching 
process 
Rites, rituals 
and routines 
Coordination 
is counter-
productive  
Governance 
routines 
Social ties 
and 
institutional 
settings 
Participation, 
identity and 
practice 
Rituals, 
processes 
and 
standards 
Behavioural 
cues and 
communication 
Independent 
contact system 
for 
communication 
Table 3-1: Different Perspectives on Consulting and Relational Theory (adapted from Mohe and Seidl, 2011:9)
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Progression from left to right of the table indicates an increasing recognition of primarily 
psychologically derived constructs intended ultimately to influence the dimensions of 
satisfaction.  These theoretical approaches tend to use representational forms to create 
meaning, highlighting different logics involved in each perspective.  The relational 
nature of this literature identifies the various factors which influence or can be 
leveraged to advantage either the buyer or the supplier, but generally not both.  The 
focus is on the differences between client and consultant and each approach treats the 
differences in different ways.  Conceptualising the gaps between client and consultant 
suggests the gap is a problem for which particular mechanisms need to be deployed if 
the gaps are to be bridged.  Sturdy et al. (2006) and Wright et al. (2012) see rites and 
rituals as important parts of the interaction.  Fincham (2002a) states that formalised 
governance routines reconcile the gap by providing certainty of procedure thereby 
minimising the uncertainty inherent within the nature of consulting work.  Gluckler and 
Armbruster (2003) posit the importance of social ties, professional and personal.  All 
imply some form of manipulation and obfuscation rather than an open way of dealing 
with each other, necessary if trust is to be formed.   
However, the literature also provides evidence, not incorporated in the table, of the 
benefits of these differences and how they are in fact instrumental in the growth of 
consulting services.   
Consultancy is an intensely interpersonal business whose value proposition is 
accessing, acquiring, exchanging and creating knowledge using methods and tools 
different to that of the client but able to interact with client organisations (Richter and 
Niewiem, 2009).  Consultants’ market knowledge brings impartial and objective insights 
into managerial problems which combined with localised client knowledge create the 
conditions for showing creativity and experience in a specific situation to solve 
problems and transfer solutions (Goodale et al., 2008; Squire et al., 2009).  For both 
parties it is important to effectively manage information exchanges, at an individual and 
organisational level.  It is here other differences emerge, about expectations and 
priorities.  Perhaps the misalignment of these link to the anecdotal stories and bad 
press.   
For instance, client’s psychological expectations are not overtly made known to the 
consultants (Chelliah and Davis, 2010).  The onus is on the consultants to translate 
and respond suitably to ensure a match and to establish the benefits of working 
together.  To reduce environmental and operational uncertainty consultants focus on 
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developing a ‘helping relationship’, showing ‘know-how’ and ‘care-why’; they push 
deadlines, provide innovative and independent approaches and concentrate on 
building rapport with individual managers all in the name of building long-term 
relationships and being the service provider-of-choice.  This is tricky when consultancy 
is an ad hoc purchase for discrete projects and subject to infrequent commissioning, 
meaning managers have little product experience.  To counteract the inherent 
uncertainty of this situation, managers look for relationships within a wider network of 
relationships, from which they can ascertain reputation, trust, values and a competence 
to perform to expectations.  Increasingly professionalised procurement practices are 
also used, distancing, or limiting, an individual manager’s influence on a purchasing 
decision.   
The relational literature therefore does not formally address the issue of how 
consultants can create client satisfaction on an ongoing basis.  Rather, it observes and 
comments on the issue from a variety of perspectives.  So the challenge of responding 
to client needs appears to become an operational one, not a behavioural one. 
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 CONSULTANCY DISSECTED OPERATIONALLY Chapter 4:
4.1 Introduction 
The relational literature reviewed in Chapter 3 does not adequately resolve the issue of 
how consultants can better serve their clients.  Indeed, it could be seen as validating 
the existence of the apparent paradox of industry growth and poor service.  Therefore 
an examination of other seams of relevant research which deal with the essentials of 
the consulting service offering are explored.  Little work has taken place in the 
Operations Management arena with regard to Management Consulting (Nachum, 
1999).  Whilst the integration of operations with other perspectives is not entirely new, 
Management Consultancy has not been comprehensively explored in this way (Verma 
and Thompson, 1999).   
Sub-sections of Operations Management provide a number of apparently relevant 
areas.  Knowledge is the core product and the core output of consulting and is 
variously presented as a commodity to be codified, as a management process through 
a knowledge management system, and as the nub of the client-consulting relationship.  
Innovation considers the development process of new management knowledge and 
leads on to the area of Dynamic Capabilities to provide an additional, relatively new, 
perspective through which to consider consultancy and mainstream knowledge work.  
Interaction between people, systems and processes achieves a ‘creative cognition’.  
Dynamic Capabilities combines multiple strands to highlight how new knowledge 
becomes a distinct benefit to management consultancy firm and client organisation 
alike.  The broad context of Operations Management provides an understanding of 
internal business drivers and how they shape the quest for reliably and efficiently 
identifying and satisfying customer wants.  Incorporating an examination of key Service 
Operations concepts, the role of the customer in designing, creating and experiencing 
a service is also encompassed.  These approaches are summarised in Table 4-3 (p78).   
Understanding how consulting has been and can be analysed sets out the context for a 
subsequent discussion on developing a Customisation Blueprint to help management 
consultancy firms better serve their clients. 
4.2 Management Consulting’s Core Competences 
If knowledge accessing, acquisition, exchange and creation are a key reason why firms 
build or enter networks, especially with consultancies, then how consulting firms 
acquire, manage and disseminate knowledge has implications for how well they are 
able to respond to clients to fulfil client needs.   
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4.2.1 Knowledge 
Knowledge is a socially constructed phenomenon dependent for its existence on social 
recognition and use, through the networks and social ties (Alvesson, 2001:892; Werr 
and Stjernberg, 2003:884; Gao and Riley, 2010).  This echoes Penrose’s assertion that 
no resources have intrinsic value per se; their uniqueness and value emanates from 
the way they are bundled (1959:25).  Organisational knowledge as a means of gaining 
and sustaining competitive advantage has become increasingly important and 
coincides with the Resource Based View (RBV) of the firm which sees employees as 
embodying the strategic capabilities of the firm in terms of the knowledge they possess 
(Morris and Empson, 1998:609).  RBV explains that a firm’s sustainable competitive 
advantage is reached by virtue of unique resources being rare, valuable, inimitable, 
non-tradable, and non-substitutable (Penrose, 1959; Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009).  
The idea is that sustaining a competitive advantage stems from an organisation’s 
internal resources particularly new knowledge of the business environment and how 
that is deployed and mediated by external market influences (Winter, 2003; Helfat et 
al., 2007; Fugate et al., 2009:248; Winter, 2012; Fu, 2013).  Not only is this core to 
much theory and practice, it is also core to the sustainable performance of any 
management consulting firm. 
Experience and knowledge from each assignment must be applied to feed and refresh 
the management consulting firms’ competitive edge through a process of evolutionary 
learning, based on the continuous revision of practices to allow for continuous 
adaptation to changes in the organisation’s environment (Werr and Stjernberg, 
2003:900).  Learning is a way of developing ways of knowing-in-practice  and demands 
effective channels of communication (Child, 2005:317; Handley et al., 2007).  For a 
consulting firm these channels are made up of methods, tools, cases and thought 
leadership, all recorded and readily available, along with experiences interchanged 
between different projects through a process of social interaction in the doing where 
the doing then also becomes the learning and so the cycle of knowledge creation, 
articulation and application continues (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003:884). 
Knowledge has multiple dimensions.  Tywoniak (2007:70) sees it simultaneously as a 
structure, providing a capacity to act, a process, contextualised in individual experience 
and a system which is embedded in social experience.  Through sharing, networking 
and developing social relationships , combined with insight and theory , it is subjected 
to interpretative and conceptual flexibility  and becomes an asset (Prahalad and Hamel, 
1990; Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Swan et al., 1999; Alvesson et al., 2002).  As an 
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objectified entity to be manipulated by management, knowledge is an evolutionary and 
dynamic process embodied in a set of rules that reduce environmental uncertainty 
through connections between ideas and facts from which comes organisational 
success (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Alvesson et al., 2002; Tywoniak, 2007; Gubbins 
and Dooley, 2014).  Because a company’s true knowledge lies in its staff and their 
individual experiences, the rules are a necessity if this knowledge is to become 
available and shared.  But firstly knowledge must be actively created.  This occurs 
when there is an interaction between tacit and explicit knowledge, which are mutually 
complementary entities (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).  The central premise is that 
knowledge held by individuals is shared with other individuals so as to interconnect to a 
new knowledge. Knowledge grows with each iteration of the spiral.   
Commonly referred to as SECI, it underlines the dynamic nature of knowledge and 
focuses on knowledge-creation as the key to continuous innovation from which 
competitive advantage is derived.  Once created, knowledge is converted into useable 
forms through four different modes, shown in Figure 4-1.  Socialisation is the individual 
sharing experiences, thereby creating tacit knowledge.  Externalisation is the base for 
creating new knowledge, as tacit knowledge is converted into explicit concepts, in 
understandable and interpretable form, for use by others.  Combined, analysed and 
organized with the knowledge that has been filed earlier, concepts can be systemised, 
ready for reconfiguration into new knowledge.  Internalisation, closely related to the 
learning-by-doing and Schön’s identification of reflection on knowledge-created-in-
action means understanding explicit knowledge.  Internalisation happens when explicit 
knowledge transforms to tacit and becomes a part of an individual’s basic information, 
continuing the spiral of knowledge back to socialisation.   
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Figure 4-1:  SECI - The Spiral of Knowledge Conversion (Compiled from Nonaka and Takeuchi, 
1995) 
Despite the framework’s wide acceptance, Dalkir (2011) suggests that in the Japanese 
cultural environment where knowledge is principally “group knowledge”, it is more 
easily converted, mobilised, transferred and shared than in the West.  However Dalkir 
does go on to say that Nonaka and Takeuchi’s construct of the ‘hypertext organisation’ 
formalises the need for the integration of the traditionally opposed Japanese and 
Western schools of thought. Despite consultancy lacking an authoritative body of 
knowledge, having a weak base, being too esoteric, fuzzy, and fluid to sustain 
traditional professionalism, a consulting firm’s primary product is knowledge converted 
into saleable and useable form (Alvesson, 1993; Suddaby and Greenwood, 2001:938; 
Muzio et al., 2010; Muzio and Faulconbridge, 2013).  More positively, a management 
consultancy could be construed as an example of a hypertext organisation because of 
the way the knowledge base, the project team and the business system combine to 
add value to a client organisation. 
The combination of consultant market knowledge and the localised knowledge of 
clients, along with a notion of knowledge-transfer, represents the main prescriptive 
definition of consultancy (Fincham, 2002a). Fincham (2002a) also states that neither 
consultant nor client possesses formalised codified knowledge, and are unlikely to 
develop any, although he agrees that the end result of the joint working does add value 
to an organisation.  Consultants are boundary-spanners across the realms of the 
unpredictable and the unstable with only pragmatic options viable (Clegg et al., 2004; 
Wright et al., 2012).  Boundary-spanner skills and abilities influence performance and 
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service outcomes via creativity triggered by contextual factors interacting with individual 
factors (Agnihotri et al., 2014).  This highlights how enterprise, the invention of new 
forms of thought, and the invention of novel procedures of documentation, computation 
and evaluation are the drivers of consultancy solutions.  Firms that can successfully 
transfer and absorb knowledge across boundaries are able to accumulate a range of 
performance benefits, such as reduced failure rate and increased productivity (Squire 
et al., 2009:461; Wu and Chen, 2014).  
In an intensive case study examining national contexts in diffusing consultancy 
knowledge within a firm, Donnelly found that the consulting firm is reliant on the 
capacity, expertise and competence of its personnel for the generation, utilisation and 
uniqueness of its knowledge-base (2008).  Donnelly also found convergence of 
practices across borders which he explained by the fact that the dimensions of tacit 
and explicit knowledge are universal and not subject to international variation.  This is 
confirmed by Anderson and Parker (2013), who assert that knowledge distribution 
occurs across organisational and national boundaries with the right infrastructure 
present, and by Fu (2013), who states that firm-level human and social capital helps 
achieve efficient knowledge exploitation in the short-run.   
Knowledge is both the input and the output in the consulting production process and 
those same outputs are used as an intermediate input in the production processes of 
the client firms (Nachum, 1999; Empson, 2001; Fu, 2013). Processes of creating, 
sharing and protecting knowledge become simultaneously significant, valuable and 
vulnerable because imitability intensifies competition and stimulates demand for new 
management knowledge products, feeding a cycle of production and consumption,  
(Morris and Empson, 1998:611; Donaldson, 2001:956; Suddaby and Greenwood, 
2001). This guarantees consultancies continued new business streams, but it does not 
reduce any of the uncertainties associated with buyer power, continuing to leave them 
vulnerable to the vagaries of client choice, which is triggered by social preferences and  
perceptions of expected value (Eckerd et al., 2013; Polo and Sese, 2013; Urda and 
Loch, 2013; Boussebaa et al., 2014).  Perhaps the existence of a tool such as the 
Customisation Blueprint could help consultants reduce some of the uncertainty by 
demonstrably personalising their knowledge to address a given client issue, and is 
something this project will explore. 
Within a management consultancy knowledge is a commodity, to be codified and 
managed through a knowledge management system.  It is the raison d’être for the 
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client-consulting relationship, confirming the assertion that knowledge in a professional 
service firm operates at multiple levels (Quinn et al., 1996; Donnelly, 2008:76; Fu, 
2013).   “People-to-document” knowledge management systems play a key role in 
managing an organisation’s knowledge gap particularly since not all knowledge 
becomes available knowledge (Hansen et al., 1999; Cepeda and Vera, 2007).  Morris 
and Empson (1998:615) build on SECI using specifically consultancy knowledge as 
they capture the multiplicity of views, layers and conversion mechanisms in Figure 4-2.  
They use the commonly accepted but seemingly arbitrary dichotomies associated with 
knowledge – tacit:explicit; personal:codified, individual:organisational.  These 
dichotomies represent two contrasting strategies for knowledge: codification and 
personalisation, which moves the focus from its creation to management, and thus 
emphasises the mechanistic rather than the individual process of knowledge transfer 
(Gao and Riley, 2010:210).   
 
Figure 4-2:  Types of Knowledge within a consulting firm (Morris and Empson, 1998:615) 
Newly-created knowledge in management consultancy firms tends to be informal and 
tacit, embodied within an individual (Morris and Empson, 1998:614). Information is the 
formal, articulate knowledge represented by documents and databases ‘embrained’ 
within an individual through formal study and logical deduction (Werr and Stjernberg, 
2003).  Experience and expertise correspond to Quinn et al.’s (1996) ‘know-what’ and 
‘know-how’.  Combined through aptitude, talent and intuition they provide perceived 
value and superior capability to clients (Lowendahl et al., 2001:916; Gable, 2003:3).  
Fincham et al.’s (2008) study of a “big firm” consultancy project used observation and 
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interviews to collect direct and reported data and perceptions from both sides of a live 
client-consultant relationship to understand the importance of sector knowledge.  They 
found that whilst sector knowledge was a source of legitimacy based on knowing the 
actors and actions in the sector, it was consulting practice and know-how spanning 
several sectors that appealed to clients.  At a fundamental level therefore it is abstract 
knowledge that enables professionals to argue for elite status and exclusive jurisdiction 
(Fincham et al., 2008).  Experience-based knowledge gets its force from the 
assumption that standardised procedures or solutions will not lead to success, because 
each situation is unique, requiring its own tailor-made approach and solution (Berglund 
and Werr, 2000; Victorino et al., 2013). 
To elaborate an understanding of organisational knowledge in management consulting, 
Werr and Stjernberg (2003) adopted a grounded theory approach using semi-
structured interviews to find out sources of information used in writing proposals. They 
concluded that in practice, tacit and explicit knowledge are symbiotic rather than 
substitutable in the generation, dissemination and application of knowledge, whether at 
individual or organisational level because articulate knowledge provides a common 
language, facilitating communication and fostering reflection upon ongoing practices.  
Brivot (2011) carried out a socio-ethnographic case study of a French Business Law 
firm.  She interviewed 41 people over 3 years, analysed documents, made 
observations and personal reflections.  The conclusion was that professionals control 
the creation, application and distribution of knowledge because of autonomy and 
discretion over their individual creativity, experience and judgement.  Haas and Hansen 
used the same survey data to separately establish two findings.  Firstly, that proposals 
which had high competitor differentiation needs had a lower chance of winning 
business if using electronic documents (2005).  Secondly, that electronic knowledge 
management helps productivity when producing a proposal but does not signal quality 
or competence to a client (2007).  Once more, the importance of the personal and of 
personalisation comes to the fore.       
It is in the management consultancy firm’s interest to convert individual experience into 
something that can be stored, moved and reused by codification for extension or 
leverage to increase organisational work efficiency.  It also creates generally applicable 
theories and methods and enhances profit generation (Maister, 2003; Werr and 
Stjernberg, 2003; Taminiau et al., 2009).  The challenge of making ‘embodied’ and 
embrained’ become ‘encoded’ and ‘encultured’ (Figure 4-2) underpins central concepts 
in thinking about the client organisation and the consulting process.  Company 
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processes and systems should align with the routines and relationships in such a way 
that tailor-made solutions are genuinely provided to clients in a way clients can 
recognise (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003:890; Sun and Anderson, 2010; Benazić and 
Došen, 2012; Furusten, 2013).  Clients pay for access to both the codified and un-
codified knowledge tacitly held by the individual consultant (Gable, 2003:2; Polo and 
Sese, 2013).   
As such, the consultancy manager’s objective is to draw knowledge in towards the 
bottom left hand box – ‘Encoded’ and in doing so, to deal with the associated 
operational challenges.  In Figure 4-3 Donnelly (2008) comprehensively captures 
reasons why knowledge might not be ‘encoded’.  
 
Figure 4-3:  The difficulties associated with sharing knowledge (Donnelly, 2008) 
Clearly, knowledge-holders need to be willing to allow their knowledge to be captured, 
synthesised and codified so it can be shared with the rest of the organisation (Werr and 
Stjernberg, 2003:883).  Hoarding precludes this.  Both hoarding and sharing have 
implications for opportunity costs to personal career prospects (Ambos and 
Schlegelmilch, 2009:495; Fu, 2013; Froehle and White, 2014).  .   
It is assumed knowledge-holders are aware of what they know, and what should be 
synthesised (Dunford, 2000).  This is not necessarily the case. In a comparison of two 
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case studies to contrast form and content of knowledge, one being a Big 6 Accounting 
firm with 4500 staff and the second a niche change management consulting firm, it was 
found that some knowledge may be reflexive and automatic, used without being 
recognised or unable to be verbalised (Morris and Empson, 1998).  Obstacles to the 
diffusion of knowledge also exist.  Some form of knowledge may not be susceptible to 
transfer or storage without deterioration. The conclusion is that codified knowledge 
requires human judgement to be reapplied elsewhere, whether through the legitimate 
operational processes of a consulting service consisting of information transfer, 
information processing and application, or through leakage to competitors within and 
outwith the firm (Morris and Empson, 1998; Haas and Hansen, 2005; Xue and Field, 
2008; Kalkancı et al., 2014).  No matter how well knowledge is captured, the nuances 
of context remain elusive.  Perhaps it is these nuances clients value when invoking 
‘soft’ judgemental criteria to intrinsically identify the emotional bonds between them and 
consulting team individuals.  If so, codification becomes even more complex a concept.   
One underlying assumption is that both client and consultant own information needed 
for the completion of the service delivery process which is not shared common 
knowledge and thus needs to be transferred from one party to the other at any given 
time for successful task completion (Armbrüster and Glückler, 2007; Graf, 2007; 
Fincham et al., 2008; Xue and Field, 2008; Yan and Dooley, 2013; Wagner and Bode, 
2014).  This evokes Hardy et al.’s (2003) views on how the nature of collaboration 
affects involvement and subsequent embeddedness of knowledge derived through 
collaboration, and confirmed recently by the work of Yan and Dooley (2013).  The 
client-consulting interaction is therefore simultaneously a form of organisational and 
individual collaboration and socialisation, especially since most consulting takes place 
orally.  Consultants spend their time talking, presenting, conveying solutions and 
convincing others, whether or not supported by a report or artefact. The result is that 
there is neither high prioritisation nor a natural bent towards codification of knowledge 
(Taminiau et al., 2009:52).  The collective and social nature of consulting work 
generally carried out in teams combining competences and levels of expertise to 
display organisational competence, highlights the myriad practicalities and delimitations 
of knowledge capture against the individualistic nature of knowledge sharing and 
dissemination with clients.   
Ambos and Schlegelmilch (2009) studied knowledge management in consulting firms 
and which issues firms still struggled with when trying to embed it.  Conducting 37 in-
depth interviews supplemented by archival data in 6 consulting firms across 9 different 
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locations around the world, they found that mechanistic knowledge management 
provided spatial and temporal independence for individual’s work, especially during 
proposal-writing contributions.  They also found that consultants did not perceive it 
helped in client delivery.   
Evidence in this section suggests knowledge management is a people and 
organisational challenge, rather than a systems challenge.  The acquisition of 
knowledge from electronic databases or from experts in other parts of the firm is often 
impeded by cognitive, social and structural barriers (Haas and Hansen, 2005).  The 
consultant as both knowledge provider and knowledge user means analytic, creative 
and communicative skills are needed to reconcile the mechanistic and the individual 
aspects of knowledge transfer (Azadegan et al., 2008; Ambos and Schlegelmilch, 
2009; Gao and Riley, 2010; Wagner and Bode, 2014).  Only then is the client able to 
benefit fully from what the consulting firm has to offer.  If current knowledge 
management systems and relationship management systems do not fully provide this, 
the implied gap could be addressed by a Customisation Blueprint designed to prompt 
personalisation as well as customisation during reconfiguration. 
4.2.2 Innovation 
Given the discussion about the spiral, interconnective nature of knowledge creation, all 
assignments are thus sources of information to increase new stocks of ideas, 
knowledge and contexts (Bradley et al., 2011:1074).  The skill of creating new 
management knowledge, lies in the ability to respond to unique situations and develop 
creative and innovative solutions to complex problems in alternative contexts (Morris 
and Empson, 1998; Alvesson and Karreman, 2001; Mol and Birkinshaw, 2009:1269; 
O'Mahoney, 2011:6).  It is important to examine the unexplored, and avoid easy 
answers (Birkinshaw and Mol, 2006).   
In a study seeking to address theoretical and technical issues related to measurement 
of productivity of professional services Nachum (1999) interviewed 2-3 people from 
each of 35 Swedish consultancies of various sizes.  Ironically, given the stated 
acceptance that scope and definition of output is a major conceptual difficulty, Nachum 
carried out a Data Envelopment Analysis.  As a limitation he then identified that the 
study suffered from severe measurement problems, seriously questioning the value of 
the findings presented.  As part of his initial categorisation Nachum identified acquiring 
new knowledge to develop services in management consultancy firms as a critical input 
to the production of consultancy services and labelled it R&D.  This implies a 
54 
 
separation between consultant and client and evolutionary development of ideas and 
solutions espoused by such as Schön (1991).  A recent study seeking to explain the 
dynamics of inter-organisational knowledge transfer over time found that whether 
management perceived the innovation as an opportunity or a threat affected whether 
collaborative innovation was a success or failure (van Burg et al., 2014).  Others imply 
client passivity and perhaps a lack of context-awareness on the part of the consultants 
when stating knowledge transfer takes place through organisational diagnosis and 
training (Sturdy, 2002; Lu et al., 2010).  In their work seeking to understand sources of 
information used in writing proposals, Werr and Stjernberg (2003:900) found that a key 
way of innovating emerges from reflection triggered by method development.   
Reflective learning, defined as a non-project skill enhancement learning opportunity, 
used to take place during ‘off-the-clock’ or ‘on-the-bench’  time (Adams and Zanzi, 
2005:335).  Reduced profit margins and a corresponding pressure to increase 
utilisation levels has meant constraints in the time for training, reflection, creativity and 
innovation necessary for building more customised client solutions and developing the 
trusted advisor relationship (Adams and Zanzi, 2005; O'Mahoney, 2007).  This idea 
that good consulting requires thinking time is analogous to the view that slack 
resources provide a buffering capacity for experimentation and bricolage to generate 
new proceedings or ideas (Bradley et al., 2011:1071).  If true, the reduction in thinking 
time might encourage commoditisation and reduce customisation, stultifying the 
tailoring of consultant offerings and increasing competition.  What becomes unclear is 
whether Werr and Stjernberg’s (2003) view that articulate knowledge provides a 
common language which facilitates communication and fosters reflection upon ongoing 
practices plays a role in rescuing creativity through thinking time.  Or do systematised 
communication forms stultify reflection?  It might be possible to leverage the benefit of 
articulate knowledge and a common language by creating a process tool to stimulate 
customisation and creative knowledge application.  This could enhance 
responsiveness, echoing and formalising to a degree Schön’s (1991) knowing-in-action 
concept. 
However, more recent research focusing on innovation has found that it is most 
commonly initiated through working with the client, developing a measured, bespoke 
solution to their problems and local needs, applying knowledge in a specific context 
and then helping to legitimise the innovation as it takes hold  (Fincham et al., 2008; Mol 
and Birkinshaw, 2009; O'Mahoney, 2011:15; Benazić and Došen, 2012; Coltman and 
Devinney, 2013; Wagner and Bode, 2014).  This would appear to chime more readily 
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with the findings of research about why clients buy consulting services and what they 
expect the experience to be.  It might help in finding out how consultants can better 
serve their clients. Having said that, if a client organisation cannot absorb the 
knowledge effectively, no matter how good the consulting knowledge, contribution is 
minimal and client satisfaction is likely to be detrimentally impacted (Lu et al., 2010). 
Huxham and Hibbert (2008:504) suggest that management innovation is a 
restructuring, recombination and reuse of old knowledge  in new ways, rather than a 
truly creative act.  By dint of their creation within a highly complex social system 
encompassing many different actors and relationships, innovations tend to be specific 
to the system in which they were created.  This makes them relatively tacit in nature, 
impossible to patent, prone to subjective interpretation, hard to evaluate and often 
achieved indirectly, through practice (Birkinshaw and Mol, 2006:82; Birkinshaw et al., 
2008; Wright et al., 2012).  For consultancies, these are positive features for business 
growth.  The downside, for all businesses, as noted in a large survey research 
programme in which 3668 organisations participated, is that new practices introduced 
specifically to address performance concerns, are done so typically to a satisficing 
rather than optimising level (Mol and Birkinshaw, 2009:1271).  The implication seems 
to be that satisficing is chosen because of managers’ impetus to move on to address 
other issues.  It could just as readily be because satisficing provides a suitable 
outcome and the extra effort required for an optimised solution might not be worth it, so 
pragmatism is preferred. 
Innovation and hence competitive advantage cannot be simply manipulated from within 
the boundary of a single firm as presumed by a traditional RBV perspective.  Rather, it 
comes from a network of heterogeneous firms which provide inspiration from different 
social systems or unproved but alluring new ideas (Birkinshaw and Mol, 2006; Smart et 
al., 2007; Gubbins and Dooley, 2014; Wagner and Bode, 2014).  Consulting, as an 
intentional intervention in an organisation, uncovers paradoxes by disrupting existing 
patterns and structures, providing constructive conflict and learning, and dismantling 
convergent practices (Beer, 2001).  Whilst this potentially creates innovation and 
consequent performance improvement, without a high level of trust in those suggesting 
the changes, implementing ideas from outside is too great a risk.   
Yet this ‘creative cognition’ can create something radically new to the organisation 
through the participation of many people and simultaneously provide external validation 
from an independent source (Azadegan et al., 2008; Gubbins and Dooley, 2014).   
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Increased visibility of the innovation to competitors or companies in other industries 
reinforces the innovation further (Birkinshaw and Mol, 2006:86; Reay et al., 2013).  
Through consultants’ client relationship networks, access to and transfer of relevant 
knowledge for sustainable innovation is facilitated (Maister et al., 2000; Ayuso et al., 
2006; Prieto and Easterby-Smith, 2006; Gubbins and Dooley, 2014).  Consultants 
provide a common source of innovation and interpretive validity of ideas which 
influences the extent to which ideas can be adapted to multiple agendas (Birkinshaw et 
al., 2008).   
The respective take-up, recognition or death of management innovations suggests a 
non-linear diffusion process which can involve active manipulation, resistance, 
distancing and re-appropriation (Birkinshaw and Mol, 2006:87; Birkinshaw et al., 
2008:831; Whittle, 2008).  This evokes the idea that management knowledge has a 
lifecycle and that trial and error learning, as part of the knowledge evolution cycle, play 
a key part in innovation and developing innovation capabilities (Suddaby and 
Greenwood, 2001; Cepeda and Vera, 2007:427).  In contrast, Alvesson (2011) 
suggests instead that take-up and dissemination is dependent more on the 
propagator’s level of self-serving bias and competence as a devoted myth-carrier, 
because the stronger the self-belief, the stronger the persuasion powers.  This 
somewhat cynical view seems to do a disservice to client and consultant alike, implying 
a duper/duped relationship rather than one of mutual learning, or even dependency. 
The interactive and ad hoc qualities implied by successful innovation appear to reflect 
what clients seek of consultancy offerings within their own operational contexts.  
Perhaps refining these abilities could lead to better serving clients.  One way of 
approaching this might be to develop a blueprint prompting personalisation and 
customisation to the client issue at hand, simultaneously demonstrating capability and 
customer-focus. 
4.2.3 Dynamic Capabilities 
The capability to reconfigure existing competencies and create new knowledge for 
innovation has emerged as a dynamic capability (Prieto and Easterby-Smith, 2006; 
Kale, 2010; Fu, 2013).  A topic closely associated with RBV, dynamic capabilities 
research has gained momentum in the past decade, particularly in the context of 
continual updating of operational processes and decision-making evaluations (Helfat et 
al., 2007; Ambrosini et al., 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2009S7; Gubbins and Dooley, 
2014).  RBV has been criticised for the indeterminate nature of its two basic concepts 
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(resource and value), the narrow conceptualization of a firm’s competitive advantage 
and for positing a static view of the firm (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2009; Kraaijenbrink 
et al., 2010). 
It is relevant to consultants seeking how to better serve their clients because the 
dynamic capabilities concept holds that purposeful exploration and exploitation of 
knowledge modifies operating routines in pursuit of improved effectiveness (Zollo and 
Winter, 2002).  This reinforces the Penrosean (1959) view that exactly the same 
resource can be bundled for different purposes in different ways to provide a different 
set of services, formed, changed and managed by various co-ordinating and integrating 
processes (Helfat et al., 2007; McIvor, 2009).  It also neatly sums up the purpose of 
management consulting.  A dynamic capability implies the potential to extend, modify 
and create internal resources and routines so that the firm can renew, recreate 
upgrade and reconstruct its core capabilities in response to the changing environment 
to attain and sustain competitive advantage (Marsh and Stock, 2006; Wang and 
Ahmed, 2007; Carbonara and Caiazza, 2008; Augier and Teece, 2009).   
Some researchers offer a note of caution.  Barreto (2010) says the body of research to 
date, whilst rich and complex, is somewhat disconnected and points in disparate 
directions, and that fundamental constructs are not properly operationalised.  Winter 
(2003), Prieto and Easterby-Smith (2006), and Barreto (2010) all discuss the apparent 
vagueness and tautology of the dynamic capabilities concept because it is inferred as 
sustaining competitive advantage by looking at seemingly successful organisations 
over periods of time.  Notwithstanding, there is an acknowledgement that learning 
plays some part in the process (Raelin, 1999; Hagedoorn and Duysters, 2002; Killen et 
al., 2008; Fu, 2013).   
The over-riding common characteristics of dynamic capabilities are that they give 
centre-stage to experiential learning.  This offers an explanatory concept for 
understanding the quasi-automatic learning that leads to the development of routines 
and incremental learning responsible for the accumulation of capabilities.  In their 
paper investigating the mechanisms through which organisations develop dynamic 
capabilities, Zollo and Winter (2002) describe how dynamic capabilities and operating 
routines evolve over time.  Figure 4-4 depicts the development of collective 
understanding with regard to the execution of a given organisational task.      
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Figure 4-4:  Continuous Improvement – Deming’s PDCA (1950) cycle meets the knowledge 
evolution cycle (Adapted from Zollo and Winter, 2002:343) 
Zollo and Winter based their knowledge evolution cycle on the classic evolutionary 
paradigm of variation-selection-retention.  The generalised mechanisms have since 
been adopted for the study of organisational evolution and to explain the phenomenon 
of organisational learning through the individual and collective enactment of routines 
(Breslin, 2008; Breslin, 2011; Breslin and Jones, 2012).  Deming’s (1950) PDCA cycle 
is probably one of the most widely-used tools for the control and continuous 
improvement of processes and products.  Superimposing it on the knowledge evolution 
cycle makes apparent a convergence of concepts. Improvement requires attention to 
underlying capabilities, especially those that extend particular market and process 
segments, for the continual updating of the operational process and interaction with the 
environment and decision-making evaluations (Klassen and Menor, 2007:1030; 
Pandza and Thorpe, 2009).   
Anand et al. (2009) assert that a continuous improvement infrastructure provides the 
organisational context for dynamic capabilities initiatives, just as it permeates much of 
Operations Management research and practice.  This is shown in Figure 4-5.  The 
implementation of dynamic capabilities involves repeated cycles of organisational 
learning.  Similarly, continuous improvement involves organisational learning so that 
operating routines are able to be changed.   
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Figure 4-5:  Continuous Improvement as a Dynamic Capability (Anand et al., 2009) 
Knowledge, learning and dynamic capabilities are important considerations for 
reducing environmental uncertainty and thereby improving organisational performance 
(Helfat et al., 2007:42; Winter, 2012).  This appears to echo the “law of cumulative 
capabilities” (Schmenner and Swink, 1998) which expresses operational responses to 
market requirements, allowing maintenance or improvement of performance in line with 
market changes as well as the requirements for developing operational capability which 
emphasise the interaction between people, systems, and processes.  The link for how 
consultants can better serve their clients lies in the connection between dynamic 
capabilities and performance outcomes in a competitive context, delivered through new 
knowledge changing organisational processes (Helfat et al., 2007:44-46).   
A consulting firm benefits from being able to continuously create and recreate 
knowledge through patterned organisational behaviour invokeable on a repeated rather 
than idiosyncratic basis using a common frame of reference for itself and its clients 
(Morris and Empson, 1998; Helfat et al., 2007; Czarniawska, 2013).  This would appear 
to give credence to the idea of developing the customisation blueprint concept, 
intended to encourage creativity whilst providing a framework for the better 
management of knowledge and its articulation for any given client encounter.  A more 
general examination of Operations Management serves to explore the feasibility 
further, to understand if Operations Management techniques can make a contribution 
to this. 
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4.3 Service Operations Management 
Schmenner and Swink described Operations Management as “a mongrel mixture of 
natural and behavioural science” (1998:99).  The objective of Operations Management 
is the satisfaction of customer wants, which is multi-dimensional, predicated on 
specification, cost and timing through effective and efficient resource utilisation (Wild, 
1989).  Breaking down tasks to their simplest component level enables quantification 
which in turn facilitates measurement and greater understanding.  From this managers 
seek and create improved performance to enhance reliability and thereby customer 
satisfaction (Paton et al., 2011:377).  The focus of resource use is on synchronising 
market requirements and operations performance and responding simultaneously to 
the extension of market requirements learnt from experience.  This is central to what 
has become the RBV of strategic management (Penrose, 1959; Augier and Teece, 
2007).  Strategic flexibility to achieve dynamic sustainability depends on a learning 
process which concerns the development of insight and knowledge and establishes 
connections between past actions, the results of those actions and future intentions 
(Slack and Lewis, 2011), analogous to Argyris’s concept of double-loop learning(1982).  
De Búrca  calls this ‘learning through operational listening’, necessary in order to have 
knowledge of customers and their requirements (2006:241).  
Services are inherently relational processes, although Adam Smith in ‘Wealth of 
Nations’ described them as “non-productive economic activities” (Chase and Apte, 
2007:375).  There is no pre-produced product to be consumed, and the customer 
participates in the service, contributing to resources, activities and processes which 
drive costs and revenues and profits (Chung, 2002:70).  Professional service 
operations in particular are labour-intensive, not amenable to economies of scale and 
vulnerable to quality variation through inherent dependence on human interaction 
(Chase and Apte, 2007:382).  The suggestion in the customer experience literature is 
that as services and products become more like commodities, experience, not price, 
emerges as a key component in buyer decision-making and evaluation processes 
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Berry and Carbone, 2007; Patricio et al., 2008; Zomerdijk and 
Voss, 2010; Johnston and Kong, 2011).   
Less than 10% of operations research output is in service (Smith et al., 2007).  Within 
that, there is a need for B2B research particularly around relationships with the 
customer (Johnston, 2005).  There are unanswered key questions around mechanisms 
to control B2B service specification, including customer and employee behaviour and 
inputs to the process, and managing conformance when the specification is implicit 
(ibid:1301).  The remainder of this Chapter will examine the mechanisms, components 
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and processes applied to service operations environments to establish whether 
management consultants and their clients can benefit. 
4.3.1 Service and the Customer  
The typical categorisation of services according to who the customer is, whether 
individuals or businesses, and on the service they provide, such as Financial, Health, 
Retail, Professional, reveals little about the process (Jacobs and Chase, 2010:100).  
Chase (1978) was one of the first operations management authors to classify service 
systems by the extent of required customer contact in the creation of the service.  The 
greater the interaction time between the customer and the service system during the 
production process, the greater the level of uncertainty in the operation since the 
customer can cause a disruption as well as make an input to the production process 
(Chase, 1978; Chase, 1981; Chase and Tansik, 1983).  Management consultancy, high 
in credence qualities, consisting of professionals working in direct contact with the 
client, subject to the individual and collective power of the professional and the 
disruption possibilities of the client, is at the ‘pure services’ end of the continuum 
(Harvey, 1989:40; Patterson, 2000:139). 
Schmenner’s theory of Swift, Even Flow (2004) holds that the more swift and even the 
flow of materials (information in the case of consultancy) through a process, the more 
productive that process is.  High productivity of the kind judged for instance by using 
SPC methods is generally assumed to be a ‘good thing’ and indicative of lower costs 
(Sulek et al., 2006:712).  Applying this thinking to consultancy is not straightforward.  In 
B2C speeding up an operation undoubtedly increases productivity, efficiency and 
utilisation.  In management consultancy, consultants are the biggest cost, and 
tantamount to a fixed cost.  Reducing payroll costs potentially reduces fee-earning 
capability.  Shortening timescales also reduces fee income.  Moreover, it runs the risk 
of negatively impacting the flow of the experience (Jacobs et al., 2009).  Customers 
being pushed through an operation faster may feel cheated because they have been 
rushed  and have an emotionally poorer experience (Johnston and Jones, 2004:207). 
Consulting operations obtain high product customisation through significant customer 
involvement.  Customers are a source and a receiver of competence and know-how, 
and contributors to the loosely structured service delivery processes (Xue and Field, 
2008; Wagner and Bode, 2014).  Since service is experienced differently by different 
people or even by the same people in different circumstances, consultancies face 
challenges in making customers aware of the benefits they are receiving.   Customers 
do not look for goods or services per se; they look for solutions that serve their own 
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value-generating processes (Groonroos, 2007; Nikolova et al., 2009; Richter and 
Niewiem, 2009).  Since intangible products can seldom be tried out, inspected or tested 
in advance, clients face challenges in evaluating the service (Svensson, 2003; 
Maddern et al., 2007:998; Werr and Pemer, 2007; Hill et al., 2009).  The key for 
management consulting is to generate and refine individual skills in problem 
identification and client empathy so that their competitive advantage is the knowledge 
and skills to focus on client issues as quickly as possible (Gable, 2003; Marsh and 
Stock, 2006; Donnelly, 2008). This customer-driven focus directly and positively 
impacts each client relationship, which is generally close and complex.   
Given that each relationship is part of a network of relationships, Staughton and 
Johnston (2005) sought to understand what operational criteria made a difference to 
business relationships.  To identify where the largest gaps lay in terms of current and 
required performance, their starting premise was that operationally managers need to 
assess and measure relationships to understand where the deficiencies are in order to 
work on them with their partners.  Thus decisions about which partners to use for which 
particular contracts or purposes are well-founded (ibid:322).  However, the findings 
were that what makes a difference to a relationship is based on ‘hit and hope’ and ‘gut 
feel’ rather than a systematic measurement and assessment (ibid:329).  The research 
involved semi-structured interviews with 42 people from 6 organisations in 3 industry 
sectors.  539 characteristics were identified by the participants as making a difference 
to their relationships.   These individual characteristics were grouped into 6 generic 
criteria that make a difference to business relationships, listed in Table 4-1. 
Code Criterion Label Explanation Score 
TPO Traditional Operational 
Performance Objectives 
Speed, quality, dependability, flexibility, cost 14% 
OPC Operational Process 
Criteria 
Quality systems, progress reporting, technical 
procedures and project management 
19% 
CRI Contract Related Issues Contract definition, statements of risk, 
payment of invoices, milestones, progress 
meetings, contract period and conditions of 
contract 
15% 
POE Partner Organisation 
Employees 
Calibre of staff, attitude, staff quality, 
personalities, professionalism and motivation  
8% 
WOW Ways of Working Top level communications, trust, integrity, 
working style, behaviour, attitude to the 
relationship, management style, internal 
communications, resolution of problems 
36% 
CE Competitive Environment Partner organisation’s image, business fit, 
strategic direction, access to opportunities, 
links with other organisations and 
understanding of the market place 
8% 
Table 4-1:  The Criteria Representing Important Relationship Characteristics (summarising 
Staughton and Johnston, 2005:326) 
63 
 
Nearly half the responses related to interpersonal issues. WOW, and less significantly 
POE, together garnered 44%.  The second most important, OPC at 19%, reinforces the 
role of process design, management and control prevalent in Operations Management 
literature.  Their research exposed the importance of the behavioural, experience-
related aspect, underlining both problem identification and client empathy as key 
considerations in managing service operations as well as customers and customer 
relationships.  Logically, this appears to contribute to the content of the customisation 
blueprint. 
Inevitably, firms experience instances where the customer is not satisfied with either 
the outcome, the process or both (Smith et al., 2009).  Good recovery from service 
failures can turn dissatisfied customers into loyal ones (Miller et al., 2000; Smith and 
Karwan, 2010).  In service organisations both process and customer orientation have 
direct effects on customer satisfaction because of simultaneous production and 
consumption (Nilsson et al., 2001:22).  In a survey of over 7000 employees from 48 
organisations, Gilbert and Parhizgari (2000) found that there were nine generic 
measures of internal structures and processes that were highly reliable and associated 
with both service quality and organisational effectiveness.  Of the nine, ‘customer-
oriented behaviour’ scored consistently highly across all employee levels.  Identified as 
the extent to which internally and externally employees were focused on the customer, 
this result highlights the importance of each employee involved in the relationship.   
The organisation exists to serve the customer and the systems and employees exist to 
facilitate the process of service (Figure 4-6).  Effective management of service 
encounters occurs through the three points of the triangle being aligned and balanced, 
requiring an understanding of customer perceptions as well as the technical features of 
the service processes.  This again highlights the importance of each individual involved 
in delivering the service. 
 
Figure 4-6: The Service Triangle (Jacobs et al., 2009:256) 
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The more people-intensive a product, the more room for personal discretion, 
idiosyncrasy, error and delay (Levitt, 1981:98).  In management consultancy the 
delivery is the manufacture, making technical and social competence inseparable 
(Schein, 2002:24; Giannakis, 2011:352).  For the client the outcome and the process 
are inseparable and impact the perception of quality and value (Groonroos, 2007:64). 
Even if the study was excellent and the report beautifully bound, poor delivery will 
render it badly manufactured (Levitt, 1981; Lockyer, 1986). Other work reinforces this, 
identifying the existence of a significant moment of opportunity for the provider to 
demonstrate service quality in the mind of the customer (Beaujean et al., 2006; 
Groonroos, 2007:453; Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2008). Known as the ‘moment of 
truth’ concept, it can happen at any time during an encounter, and again highlights 
client focus as an imperative, otherwise the advantage of the moment might be lost. 
Summarising numerous service quality studies, Groonroos identified 7 criteria for good 
perceived quality, shown in the first column in Table 4-2.  He suggested they be used 
as guidelines to help companies understand what is important to customers for the 
quality of service to be perceived as good.  Of the 7 criteria, 5 are process-related, 1 is 
outcome-related and 1 is image-related.  All of them are intangible yet applicable to all 
customers in all industries.  Groonroos states that the outcome-related criterion reflects 
the technical quality dimension, and the process-related criteria reflect functional 
quality.  The image dimension, influenced by behavioural and situational factors, 
provides a dynamic aspect.  The final column considers the nature of the interaction 
and how the bonds glue the customer to the service provider in a positive fashion.  
Combined, the bonds shape the customer’s image of the provider.  Image incorporates 
old and recent experiences with the firm and builds a bridge to the relationship level.  
Image functions as a filter for the next service encounter, influencing the perception of 
reputation and credibility. 
 
Table 4-2:  The Seven Criteria of Good Perceived Quality (Compiled from Groonroos, 2007:90/98) 
Criterion Related to Relational Bond
Professionalism and skills Outcome Cultural
Attitudes and behaviour Process Psychological
Accessibility and flexibility Process Time
Reliability and trustworthiness Process Cultural
Service recovery Process Psychological
Servicescape Process Ideological
Reputation and credibility Image Social
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Groonroos’s criteria are strongly shaped by each encounter and the nature/stage of the 
relationship, the interactive process of customer-provider reasoning tying strongly into 
the research regarding service recovery (Miller et al., 2000; Craighead et al., 2004; 
Johnston and Michel, 2008).  The criteria also align with the psychology of the 
experience research (Cook et al., 2002; Chase and Dasu, 2006; Dasu and Chase, 
2010).  In consulting, where processes and outcomes are not necessarily clearly 
separable, adherence to norms is the central basis of evaluation, of reliability and of 
trustworthiness.   Through the relational bonds these contribute to the image, and 
renew reputation and credibility. For instance consulting firms are required to make 
presentations to senior people even if they have nothing to do with the immediate 
problem being studied. Partly this is to be seen to be engaging with senior managers.  
More prosaically, presenting work directly relevant to people with a vested interest in 
the project success is an excellent opportunity to extend the firm’s network and 
reputation.  Deviations from such norms and rituals are often cited as the reason for 
service failures underlying the cultural and role of process in customer satisfaction and 
value creation (Goffman, 1975; Chase and Dasu, 2001; Cook et al., 2002; Jacobs et 
al., 2009; Dacin et al., 2010). 
Staughton and Johnston’s WOW and POE incorporate all Groonroos’s perceived 
quality criteria except servicescape.  For consultancy, all but servicescape are able to 
be influenced by what a consultant knows and does.  Thus, shaping the experience 
through management of the service encounter is an integral part of the work. From an 
Operations perspective service delivery needs to address how to increase positive 
customer perceptions.  In the world of B2C, volume increases influence process design 
for delivery and management of the service.  In the B2B world of management 
consultancy volume increases are only possible if you have enough professional staff 
to fulfil demand, even when you commoditise as much as you can of the service.  So 
process design for delivery and management of consultancy interventions are not 
necessarily linked to volume.  Rather, service design and delivery is more linked to the 
nature of the client’s issues and the desired or required outcome.  In keeping with the 
fundaments of operations management principles, the starting-point for shaping the 
experience is to incorporate requisite features into the specification.   How the service 
is designed matters. 
4.3.2 Service and the Experience 
The value derived from service(s) comes through co-creation so certain elements of a 
service encounter always remain reactive to the specific needs and foibles of the 
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individuals involved (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Graf, 2007; Bitner and Brown, 
2008; Eisingerich et al., 2014).  From a company perspective though, it is desirable to 
design as much quality as possible into the service (Stewart, 2003; Dagger et al., 
2013).  Consequently, the field of service design has taken an increasingly holistic view 
of the service system (Patrício et al., 2011).  Various models exist to support effective 
service design, although they appear to be more B2C relevant than B2B.  Shostack’s 
Blueprinting (1982; 1984), the Service-Process Matrix (Schmenner, 1986; 2004) and 
Servicescapes (Bitner, 1992) draw heavily from process mapping, capacity planning, 
time and motion study in line with formal mainstream Operations Management study 
(Stewart, 2003).  The later, experience-centric developments draw from psychology 
whilst retaining the language and approach of process development (Pine and Gilmore, 
1999; Cook et al., 2002; Chase and Dasu, 2006; Chelliah, 2011).  The models named 
are outlined in greater detail and considered from the B2B context of the research 
requirement. 
a. SERVICE BLUEPRINTING 
Developed by Shostack (1982), blueprinting suggests a behavioural hypothesis that 
rearrangement or alteration of any element will change the overall service entity.  It 
relies on systems that have been developed to deal with processes, activities and flows 
– the Gantt/Pert charts, quality control methods and time and motion studies of 
Operations Management, which provide management with a way to visualise a process 
and define and manipulate it from a distance (Shostack, 1984).  Bitner et al. (2008) 
posit that blueprints illuminate and connect the underlying support processes 
throughout the organisation that drive and support customer-focused service execution, 
and systematise the description, documentation and analysis of service processes 
(Ramaswamy, 1996:134).  Blueprints differentiate between high customer contact 
aspects of the service which the customer sees, and those activities the customer does 
not see.  This concept of ‘lines of visibility’, and the associated concept of zones of 
tolerance within those lines is the key to service systems success (Karwan and 
Markland, 2006).  Bitner et al. (2008) use the example of a management consultancy.  
To function effectively for the client, the entire sequence of consulting activities should 
be co-ordinated and managed as a whole, over time, with emphasis on including the 
resources and steps that produce value for the customer (ibid:68).   
Although reinforcing the notion that the total service is greater than the sum of its parts 
(ibid:88), the service blueprint fails with regard to management consultancy because it 
does not provide for the vagaries of the interpersonal, integral to consulting practice.  It 
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describes the features of the service design but does not provide any direct guidance 
for how to make the process conform to that design (Jacobs et al., 2009:261).  It omits 
the fact that an interaction between customer and contact personnel occurs within the 
context of an organisation’s culture as well as its physical surroundings (Fitzsimmons 
and Fitzsimmons, 2008:177).  Nor does it provide a deeper understanding of how 
customers evaluate the service process or of how those judgements evolve, something 
Bitner et al. (2008:68) claim is critical, and something consultancies need to know if 
they are to understand how to better serve their clients.   
b. SERVICESCAPES 
A design tool based on the idea of a landscape for the service process, Bitner’s (1992) 
Servicescape, encapsulates the physical realm of the service encounter (Groonroos, 
2007:371).   Bitner is explicit about the role of the tangibles influencing treatment.  
Customers and service contact personnel are not part of the servicescape, but their 
cognitive, emotional and physiological responses are influenced by it.  Servicescapes 
suggest tangibles can be used to elicit behaviour from the customer, in support of the 
task, and prompt favourable social interaction in support of the treatment (Stewart, 
2003:258).    
Stewart’s claim that professional service firms are likely to benefit from a carefully 
constructed servicescape that supports a range of required tasks and a strong service 
culture which promotes service recovery and adaptability is flawed.  Management 
consultancy services take place in the buyer’s physical environment.  Moreover, the 
client’s physical service setting and its influence on employees and customers provides 
only a partial picture, and then largely contextual, for consultancies, unlike consumer 
services.  For consultancy therefore the servicescape approach appears unhelpful. 
c. SERVICE-PROCESS MATRIX 
Developed from the perspective of the production system’s utilisation of company 
resources (Jacobs and Chase, 2010:103), the Service-Process matrix (Figure 4-7) 
provides a multi-dimensional approach to design.  It considers degree of contact, 
categorising it as buffered, permeable or reactive.  Each one is given two sub-divisions, 
moving from postal, with no contact, to face-to-face total customisation, which 
describes management consultancy.  The right hand side of the matrix indicates an 
inverse relationship between contact and efficiency.  However, it is unclear why total 
customisation, high sales opportunity professional services should be classed as low 
efficiency.  There is no reason why they cannot utilise their resources, be they human 
or systems, efficiently. 
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The table extends the design matrix, showing the changes in workers, operations and 
technical innovations as well as the skills required for dealing with the customer 
(Jacobs and Chase, 2010:102).  Buyers value individualised solutions to their specific 
needs (Fincham, 2002b:195; Brown, 2007; Alvesson et al., 2009:254).  This highlights 
Haywood-Farmer’s professional judgement criterion outlined as a key aspect of service 
quality (1988).  Workers need the knowledge and skills to provide pertinent advice and 
guidance with confidentiality and discretion to the client.  
By definition the skills of the workforce in high-contact systems are characterised by a 
significant PR component.  Workers must match a high degree of training, diagnostic 
and communication skills to create and articulate findings and recommendations with 
interpersonal skills so as to develop strong, lasting relationships (Schmenner, 
1986:31).   Consulting includes a level of operational complication additional to the 
face-to-face and team-working aspects, because it takes place over an extended 
period of time generally on client site.  Consequently how the social interaction works 
becomes an important component of the client’s perception of the service.   
 
Figure 4-7: Service- Process Design Matrix compared against provision features relative to contact 
levels(Adapted from Jacobs et al., 2009:260) 
69 
 
Relationships, identified in Figure 4-7 as the focus of operations, are a core dimension 
in consulting work.  As with all behavioural relations, the strength and direction of the 
relationship between participants is moderated by personal and situational factors 
(Bitner, 1992:64).  If experiences are equal to or higher than expectations, the 
perceived service quality is probably good.  This provides for good day-to-day 
interaction as well as a strong foundation for a long-term relationship.   
In order to understand relationships operationally, human aspects of service delivery 
must be developed (Chase and Dasu, 2001; Cook et al., 2002; Chase and Apte, 2007; 
Bitner and Brown, 2008).  This is particularly useful for consulting, if clients are to be 
served better using the concept of the customisation blueprint.  Making the client issue 
the core focus of the response, operationalising the situational factor and looking to 
continue efficiency increases seems rational. 
d. THE PRE-EXPERIENCE CONCEPT 
Customer satisfaction and service quality are closely related in terms of their 
antecedents, definitions and consequences (Dasu and Rao, 1999; Flanagan et al., 
2005).  They depict an outcome-oriented attitude which establishes a self-confirming 
cycle if the encounter goes well (Schmitt, 2003).  This impacts on loyalty and profit, a 
long-established link (Heskett et al., 1994; Nilsson et al., 2001; Ranaweera and Neely, 
2003; Craighead et al., 2004; Eisingerich and Bell, 2008).  Service delivery therefore 
offers a source of competitive advantage.  Buyers of experience value being engaged.   
Engagement is an intensely individual interpretation, where each experience derives 
from the interaction between the staged event and the individual’s prior state of mind 
and being.   
Research commissioned by the police, who wished to understand confidence in them 
and the services they offer showed that confidence, which is about “having belief, trust 
or faith in an organisation, its staff and services”,  is a prior assessment of the abilities 
of an organisation, whereas ‘satisfaction’ is a post-experience judgement (Flanagan et 
al., 2005:374).  This is relevant to consultancy because of its credence qualities and 
the intangible nature of its knowledge and specialisms.  
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Figure 4-8: The Pre-Experience Concept (Flanagan et al., 2005:381) 
Four focus groups were used to identify the dimensions and triggers of confidence, 
shaded blue in the diagram (Figure 4-8).  Initial customer contact appears to be 
triggered by confidence, which does not require any previous contact with the 
organisation, despite being based on personal and situational factors.  Given the 
multiple interaction between client and consulting staff during any intervention, and the 
interdependence of the indicators in Figure 4-8, the challenge for consultants appears 
immense.  Perceived quality depends on the specific nature of the interaction between 
provider and customer, the mutual roles played by each, the customer’s prior 
experiences with the service, the customer’s mood and stress level and other 
intangible factors (Ramaswamy, 1996:13).   However, no matter how well designed, or 
perceived, a service, customers recall few significant delivery moments vividly, 
remembering only snapshots (Chase and Dasu, 2001).   
Despite the fact that the manner in which the service is offered during a service 
encounter can be specifically engineered to enhance the customer’s experience during 
the process and the recollection of the process after it is completed (Cook et al., 
2002:159), remembrance of things past is not necessarily the remembrance of things 
as they were (Proust, 1919). The number of triggers identified as confidence-creators 
could be seen as myriad positive experience influencers for prospective or existing 
clients before and during an encounter.  On balance then, the pre-experience concept 
seems to offer useful insights for consultancy operations and to identify areas the 
customisation blueprint can draw on. 
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e. THE SERVICE ENCOUNTER 
A service encounter is an interaction process between the server and the served 
(Figure 4-9).  The flow of the service experience impacts what is happening; the flow of 
time influences how long it takes, or seems to take, which dictates what you thought 
about it later.   
 
Figure 4-9:  The Service Encounter Triad (Cook et al., 2002:160) 
However, as with the Service-Process Matrix (Figure 4-7) the implication that greater 
efficiency precludes customer satisfaction and employee autonomy appears not only 
unfounded but also to contradict much of the professional services and knowledge 
literature which highlights the autonomous and personalised application of knowledge 
to create innovative solutions leading to satisfied customers (Argyris and Schön, 1974; 
Schön, 1991; Hanlon, 2007; Sama and Shoaf, 2008; Muzio et al., 2010)  
Typically, the summary assessment created of the experience results in emotions 
which affect customer satisfaction, the intention to reuse/recommend and the way to 
approach the next encounter (Cook et al., 2002; Johnston et al., 2012:214).  Linking 
process flows and transaction history to emotions allows the service organisation to 
limit negative emotions and accentuate positive ones (Dasu and Chase, 2010).  
Several operating principles emerge for service encounter management from 
behavioural science findings.  Firstly, front-end and back-end service encounters are 
not weighted equally by the customer.  Better to have a weaker start and a modest 
upswing at the end than an excellent start and acceptable ending, since people have a 
preference for improvement and that endings have a dominant effect in recollections, 
so finish strong. It is important to get the bad experiences out of the way early, to 
segment the pleasure but combine the pain, to build commitment through choice and 
finally, to give people rituals and stick to them (Chase and Dasu, 2001; Jacobs et al., 
2009:269; Pawar et al., 2009:478).  This recalls Shostack’s (1982) ‘lines of visibility’ as  
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well as incorporating the theatre metaphor which sees employees as actors and 
customers as the audience (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).   
Service Encounter thinking feels more attuned to B2C encounters, yet further 
consideration elicits parallels with consulting.  Rituals form an important part of 
consulting work – through the management of impressions and the persuasiveness of 
live story-making they act as communication and learning systems, creating common 
assumptions and a common language to reiterate consistent performance (Smith and 
Stewart, 2011).  Understanding and managing the service encounter more may help 
consultants better serve their clients.  This is the intention of the customisation 
blueprint, and insights here can usefully inform its structure and content. 
f. THE SERVICE EXPERIENCE 
As an experience-centric, context-aware service with many touchpoints,  clients may 
not have well-formed expectations about the consultancy service experience because 
either the frequency of encounters is low, the expertise required to evaluate the 
process is deep or the knowledge of industry standards is limited (Dasu and Rao, 
1999:283; Patrício et al., 2011).  Experience must be rendered with indelible 
impressions which are the ‘takeaways’ of the experience and create customer-unique 
value (Pine and Gilmore, 1999:53).  In these circumstances consistent performance 
goes a long way towards building trust.  This is particularly relevant to consulting, 
where the customer is not in a strong position to assess the service provider’s skill or 
knowledge and the outcomes are not completely under the control of the service 
provider (Svensson, 2003; Werr and Pemer, 2007; Hill et al., 2009).  An added 
complication is that clients find it easier to judge motivation than competence, because 
they see motivation as a reflection of attitude and content-related errors as inadvertent 
or the result of extraneous causes (Dasu and Chase, 2010:36).   
Involvement is an interlocking obligation (Goffman, 1975:346). The idea of obligation 
evokes the complexity of the pattern of interactions which create the experience and is 
responsible for the outcomes (Pellegrinelli, 2002; Schwarz, 2004; Brown, 2007; 
Hanlon, 2007:276).  Relational signals depend on shared understandings built up 
through involvement and interaction, whether ad hoc or through routines (Six and 
Sorge, 2008; Breslin, 2011).   Relationships evolve as a result of a series of co-creation 
experiences based on a set of interactions and transactions that take place repeatedly, 
anywhere and at any time in the system (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004).  The 
fundamental need to articulate the nature of the experience from the customer’s point-
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of-view, including the subjective feelings and associated psychological states usually 
labelled emotions, is paramount  if the consultancy firm is to deliver the right set of 
experience clues that evoke specific emotions desired by the customer (Goleman, 
1996; Berry and Carbone, 2007; Johnston and Kong, 2011).   
An experience occurs when a customer acquires knowledge from some level of 
interaction with the elements of a context created by a service provider.  Experiences 
are constructed by customers based on their interpretation of a series of encounters 
and interactions designed by a service provider, but not controllable by the provider.  
To bridge understanding the customer experience and designing the service offering 
Patricio et al. (2011) developed the Multilevel Service Design (MSD) process, shown in 
Figure 4-10.  
 
Figure 4-10:  General Model of Multilevel Service Design (Patrício et al., 2011:183) 
Patricio et al. claim the MSD method enables integrated design of the service offering 
at its different levels, contributing to the design of complex service systems.  The MSD 
process appears to overlay the classic Operations Management transformation 
process with a customer-centric experience viewpoint.  It provides a holistic view, 
highlighting new levels of the customer experience and requirements incumbent upon 
the provider.  It reiterates somewhat the characteristics depicted in Table 4-2 (p64).   
Zomerdijk and Voss (2010) created a Service Experience Blueprint designed to enable 
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customers to connect with the service in a personal and memorable way.  Using the 
multiple case study method and semi-structured interviews to collect empirical data, 
their research examined 9 providers and 8 creative consultants of experience-centric 
services.  They concluded that the use of cues combine into a total holistic experience 
and become central to the company-customer relationship.  Experience-centric 
services are thus reinforced as a distinct strategic initiative.   
Johnston and Kong (2011) carried out grounded longitudinal multiple case study 
research which included 4 different sector contexts to establish a roadmap to improve 
their customer experiences.  They found that regardless of sector or profit motive, 
customers want to return to a business influenced by the subconscious sensory, how 
they feel about the total experience rather than what they rationally think about the 
service.  This is especially pertinent for buyers of consultancy because the consulting 
service is the resolution of an issue which belongs to the client and the creation of the 
solution experience is dynamic, not linear.   
However, whilst expressing thinking consistent with delivering a consulting service 
experience, both sets of research ultimately promulgate a more internally-focused 
service construction idea, more relevant to B2C scenarios.  Even though B2B 
companies participated, their business models were B2C variants.  The consultancies 
Zomerdijk and Voss used specialised for instance in developing visionary concepts for 
leisure, retail and residential environments, getting the most out of their brands, 
investments and people, providing guidance helping clients develop customer 
experience strategies and creative consultancy specialising in luxury bars, drink brands 
and service.  The B2B participant in Johnston and Kong’s research was a courier and 
parcels company.  Because of the nature of ownership of problem, of delivery, of 
knowledge and of control, the examples are not adaptable to the kind of B2B 
professional service delivery required of management consulting.   
g. THE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 
No matter who they are, customers want exactly what they want, not more choices 
(Pine et al., 2009).  The challenge is how to systematically engineer customer 
experiences in order to achieve the “triple bottom line” of better for customer, better for 
staff and more efficient (Johnston and Kong, 2011).  To make this possible, 
organisations must customise through in-depth collaboration, helping customers to 
articulate their preferences and needs even as their circumstances change rather than 
treat customers as static entities (ibid) or even prey (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
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2004:216).  The best way, not just for consultants, is through 1-to-1 conversations with 
customers, listening and questioning, in a closed loop process (Dowling, 2009; Markey 
et al., 2009).  To demonstrate how complex individual and group interaction between 
sets or communities of actors must be staged to create experiences, Pine and Gilmore 
extensively use theatre as a model rather than a metaphor (1999). The interaction is a 
performance where all participants contribute to the enactment. This avoids conveying 
a lack of authenticity or commitment which can happen with standardisation in services 
interaction (Berry and Carbone, 2007). 
This thinking echoes writers adhering to critical consulting research who highlight the 
rhetorical tactics used by consultants (Alvesson, 1993; Sturdy, 1996; Clark and 
Salaman, 1998; Clark and Greatbatch, 2002).  Storytelling diverges from the scientific 
paradigm because it emphasises plots, experience and symbolism over facts (Whittle, 
2006:427).  Yet symbolism does have a financial value (Alvesson et al., 2009) and to 
this end, even people with no speaking roles, be they front-of-stage or behind-scenes, 
must reinforce what a colleague says and does for credibility of the whole performance.  
This underlines the importance of matching people to requirements in team selling and 
operating, both of which are core to consulting.   
A number of cues are employed by society to provide frameworks for sense-making: 
make-believe, contests, ceremonials and practice, which impact the normal range of 
participation (Goffman, 1975).  The best companies use functional, mechanic and 
humanic clues (Berry et al., 2006:47).  Combined, they create emotional connectivity 
with customers and decommoditise a business (Berry and Carbone, 2007:26).  Such 
social frameworks provide meaning for events and organise involvement with 
understood limits, enabling focused interaction amongst a circle of contributors (Bolton 
and Houlihan, 2007).  Such encounters reiterate the importance of rituals as part of 
consistent performance (Goffman, 1961; Goffman, 1975; Chase and Dasu, 2001; Cook 
et al., 2002; Jacobs et al., 2009; Dacin et al., 2010).  Because rituals act as 
communications and learning systems, ritual structure is important in creating the 
service experience (Smith and Stewart, 2011:117).   
Pine and Gilmore (1999:164) state it is important to be able to elicit something more 
valued and desirable than the experience itself in order to create a lasting impression.  
The client hiring a management consultancy firm wants something beyond information 
or advisory services (Harris and Ogbonna, 2008; Richter and Niewiem, 2009).  Staging 
experiences requires intimate knowledge of how people react to the cues they receive, 
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related to style, substance and the use of customer’s time (Schmitt, 2003:165).  
Consulting firms do acknowledge to an extent the experience aspect of consulting work 
because they charge for the amount of time spent with customers rather than only the 
list of activities carried out (Pine and Gilmore, 1999:193).   
What consultancies don’t do, and the existing research only partially points them 
towards, is systematically engineer their pre-contract interaction to enhance the 
customer experience by demonstrating specific knowledge tailored to a defined 
customer problem and a resolution pathway clearly articulated.  It is this capability gap 
which the customisation blueprint seeks to address.  
4.4 Findings from the Operations Literature 
Firstly the centrality of knowledge to consulting as a professional service was explored, 
particularly the ways in which the application of existing knowledge to different client 
situations led to management innovation and learning, despite the uncertainty 
surrounding the robustness of consulting knowledge.  Innovation and learning 
developed for the client, and subsequently absorbed into the consulting firm links 
consulting to the dynamic capabilities literature.  Capturing experience and knowledge 
creates purposeful adaptations to operating routines, enabling multiple bundling of 
capabilities to provide different sets of services thus refreshing and sustaining 
competitive advantage for buyer and supplier alike.  Notwithstanding the numerous 
interpretive and conceptual dimensions of knowledge, it is the primary product and 
asset of a consulting firm.  It is what clients buy.  However, why clients buy from whom 
they buy is less easy to pinpoint.   
In Operations Management, the overriding objective is the satisfaction of customer 
wants, generally an outcome that encourages re-purchase.  Satisfaction can be 
achieved on the one hand through specification, cost and timing, and on the other, 
through effective and efficient resource utilisation.  To reconcile the inherent tensions in 
those factors, process design, planning and control and continuous improvement are 
key tasks.  These impact the inter-connected activities of the internal division of work, 
internal control and co-ordination and the management of relations with the external 
environment.  All these factors are influenced by the specifics of the resources owned, 
since they ultimately shape what actions can be taken.  Strategic and operational 
responsiveness depends on a learning process which concerns the development of 
insight and knowledge and establishes the connections between past actions, the 
results of those actions and future intentions.  
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Analogous to Argyris’s (1982) concept of double-loop learning this iterative interaction 
between resources, processes and staff also underpins the concept of continuous 
improvement, key to establishing an operations-based strategic advantage.  Strategic 
management is inseparable from day-to-day process management of any operation 
because process knowledge is most readily obtained from the routines of process 
control, which make processes change over time.  Thus the aggregate set of policies 
used to manage the operations performance objectives and operational procedures 
make them dynamic, leading to continuous improvement of process and outcome if 
done well.  
An examination of Service Operations theory explored how the degree of tangibility 
decreases and the focus of the service moves from property to people to process.  This 
makes quality control a potential problem with the added problem that since service is 
experienced differently by different people or even by the same people in different 
circumstances, service is not amenable to objective measurement or clear definition of 
the outputs.  Inherently relational interpersonal service delivery systems suggest a 
need to focus on process and experience innovation, the issues Behavioural 
Operations explores and tries to address.  Yet experiences are perceptions of reality 
constructed by customers.  They are based on customer interpretation, coloured by 
prior expectations, of a series of encounters and interactions designed, but not 
controllable, by the service provider (Patricio et al, 2011).  Potentially experience 
innovation and its management becomes a rather solipsistic affair. 
Table 4-3 summarises the main strands discussed in the latter parts of the chapter.  It 
highlights indicative publications, the operational focus, the assumptions underlying 
each perspective and the mechanisms through which co-ordination occurs.  
Progression from left to right of the table shows how operations theory increasingly 
acknowledges the interpersonal, experiential aspects of service delivery.  Operations 
writers generally take an explanatory approach, using a focus on process, from 
creation to control, to show evolution from production processes towards symbolic 
processes.  Customer perception, behaviour, contribution and expectations are 
recognised as affecting the process flow so that the coordinating mechanisms have 
moved from the fungible and tangible to the intangible and memorable.  This draws 
attention away from pricing as a factor, to the importance of customisation through 
personalised ways of working embedded within generally accepted social instruments 
and behavioural custom which establish a common language to facilitate common 
assumption creation.  In turn this creates and enhances feelings of security and limits 
negative emotions while accentuating positive ones.   
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employee) 
Individual 
(customer and 
employee) and 
organisation 
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competitive 
edge 
Management 
innovation is 
restructuring, 
recombining 
and reusing 
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of operations 
resources and 
processes for 
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levels 
influence 
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perception and 
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Creating  
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and activity 
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expectations 
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affected by 
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between server 
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social 
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process 
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Practice, 
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Table 4-3: Different Perspectives on Operations Management Theory (Author, 2013)
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4.5 Summary of the Literature Chapters 
The philosophy of science teaches that a good theory is the ability to unify regularities 
and concepts that were previously considered separate (Schmenner, 2004:345).   
The aim of Chapters 3 and 4 has been to find out if other research has explored what 
matters to clients when choosing consultants.  This is partly to reconcile the apparent 
paradox between consistent industry growth and a reputation for poor service, and 
partly to understand what clients perceive as important in creating and delivering 
satisfaction. 
The variants and sub-sets of Operations Management, whose focus is on the 
satisfaction of customer wants, highlighted a number of potentially interesting areas to 
be further explored with clients.  Operations Management and its derivatives draws out 
experience and process issues associated with relational business services.  The 
operational literature establishes that emotional connectivity with customers 
decommoditises a business and suggests that process can positively influence client 
expectations and experience.  The conclusion from the literature implies a process 
approach focused on issue-specific problem-solving might be helpful (Flanagan et al., 
2005; Marsh and Stock, 2006; Donnelly, 2008). 
This suggestion combined with the behavioural insight summarised in Chapter 3 (p40-
43) could help fulfil the objectives of this study, which are to address the gap in 
understanding what matters to clients and establish whether or not it is possible to 
develop a systematic approach for consultants to more clearly identify and articulate 
client needs and thereby serve them better.  Examining triggers and validation 
processes with buyers should inform what is important to clients, what they value from 
consultants, what matters to them as they choose, how they choose and what could be 
improved so there is a better outcome for both parties.  The aim is to develop a 
Customisation Blueprint to help consultants better serve their clients.   Its purpose is to 
attempt to codify a customer-driven response which leverages commoditised 
knowledge applied to relational signals.   
This research project contributes to the field of Behavioural Operations, blending 
relational and operational theoretical stances (Croson et al., 2013).  It seeks to provide 
a deeper understanding of the decisions and behaviour of individuals and small groups 
in client organisations with regard to buying consultancy services and apply the 
learning from that to management consulting firms in order to enhance their operations 
processes. 
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Whilst many of the Operations models examined are interesting and relevant, a few are 
pivotal.  Staughton and Johnston’s (2005) findings that ways of working (WOW) and 
the calibre, attitude and personalities of staff in partner organisations (POE) are key 
characteristics that make a difference in decisions about a relationship (p62) form the 
starting premise for this study.  The Pre-Experience model identifies a number of 
triggers as confidence-creators which might be analogous to positive experience 
influencers for prospective or existing clients before and during an encounter (Flanagan 
et al., 2005).  Service Experience authors highlight specific aspects which appear 
relevant to creating customer-driven responses.  Zomerdijk and Voss (2010) and 
Patricio et al. (2011) discuss the interdependence of multilevel touchpoints 
encompassing customer, service concept, system and encounter when designing to 
enable customers to connect with the service in a personal and memorable way.  
Johnston and Kong’s (2011) roadmap to improve customer experiences established 
that regardless of sector or profit motive customers return to a business influenced by 
how they feel about an experience rather than what they rationally think about the 
service.  Separately, they do not address the central issue of this study.   
However, with the additional information from the relational literature (see p40-43), they 
together seem to indicate that a concept such as the Customisation Blueprint might be 
able to provide a mechanism to combine behavioural, experience and knowledge 
aspects of consultancy to create a personalised and memorable service.  The idea of 
the Customisation Blueprint as a multilevel prompt for delving into particular areas 
(Figure 4-11), both internal and external, to manage the development of the proposal 
so that the correct consultancy knowledge and experience is harnessed and adapted to 
a given client issue emerged from a number of research threads.  Mohe and Seidl’s 
(2011) and Czarniawska’s (2013) thinking around separate communication systems 
prompted the idea of internal and external workstreams for solution development.  
Flanagan et al. (2005), Staughton and Johnson (2005), Johnston and Kong’s (2011) 
and Yan and Dooley’s (2013) work combined to prompt a more holistic contemplation 
of consultant response construction.  This should result in a greater number of bids 
won and enhance the long-term customer relationship.  An initial hierarchy could 
encompass the following: 
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Figure 4-11:  Initial Conceptualisation of a Customisation Blueprint (Author, 2013) 
The internal strand would encompass steps in an overall knowledge management 
process concerned with extraction of existing intellectual and information capital, and 
reshaping that for optimum contextual exploitation.  The external strand would 
concentrate on uncovering the underlying client issues and requirements.  This would 
form part of showing the “care-why” and acknowledge a psychological contract 
between buyer and supplier.  It would also begin the development of interim 
knowledge-sharing routines, part of Mohe and Seidl’s independent communication 
system.  Carrying out repeated cycles of systematic questioning activities, listening and 
modifying resources for each organisational context logically should create continuous 
improvement in results and client satisfaction for each project.  In turn this should build 
experience-based quality trust in repeated cycles, thereby deepening the relationship 
and encouraging re-purchase. 
Having evaluated the literature in the disciplines relevant to management consultancy, 
the objectives remain as first outlined.  Understanding what really matters to clients 
when they choose consultants will help consulting firms respond better to client issues. 
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To fulfil the aim of this research, the development of a Customisation Blueprint remains 
a suitable approach.  It will provide one way to satisfy the research purpose of helping 
consultancy firms provide a better service for their clients, as defined by clients.  To 
ascertain the content of the Customisation Blueprint the objective is to find out what 
clients perceive as good, bad and missing in their interactions with management 
consultants.  Finding out what clients consider as required, unnecessary and disliked 
will help establish how a systematic approach for consultants to more clearly identify 
and articulate client needs should be developed.  The aim is to develop a 
Customisation Blueprint so that management consultants can personalise 
responsiveness to client issues and thereby serve them better.   
This will contribute to knowledge within the academic field of Behavioural Operations, 
recognising the complex design and delivery of a pure service within the B2B context of 
management consultancy.  The complexity derives from the elongated duration of the 
service interaction, the fact that interaction is in and out of the working environment, 
and the fact that the customer is a source and a receiver of the know-how, know-what 
and know-why.  In addition, given the focus on knowledge access, acquisition, 
exchange and creation, the creation of a systematic approach to knowledge-generation 
also contributes to the field of Dynamic Capabilities. 
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 METHODOLOGY Chapter 5:
This chapter presents the research design.  It gives a rationale for the research 
approach adopted based on philosophical assumptions, and describes in detail how 
participants were selected.  The chapter also describes how data was collected and 
analysed in a rigorous, relevant and ethical manner. 
5.1 Research Objective 
The aim of this research is to develop a Customisation Blueprint in order to fulfil the 
research purpose of helping consultancy firms provide a better service for their clients, 
as defined by clients.  The objectives are to understand what matters to clients when 
dealing with management consultants and to communicate the answer to consulting 
firms so that they can better respond to client issues. As such, the research question is:  
“What matters to clients as they buy consultancy services?” 
There are many ways to consider this question.  This research seeks to answer this 
question by understanding what clients perceive as good, bad and missing in their 
interactions with management consultants.  Finding out the important features required, 
unnecessary and disliked will help inform a systematic approach for consultants to 
more clearly identify and articulate client needs and thereby serve them better.  A 
Customisation Blueprint will be proposed as a tool for management consultants to 
personalise responsiveness to client issues.  This will satisfy the research purpose, 
which is to help consultants improve the service they offer and go some way to address 
the gap in general perception regarding consultancy. 
The research applies a Behavioural Operations paradigm, as defined in Croson (2013),  
to investigate the client-consultant relationship phenomenon.  Behavioural Operations 
combines elements of operations and behaviour to provide a deeper understanding of 
operations processes.  This research project considers the operational and behavioural 
aspects of client organisations and uses the insights to develop a tool which consulting 
firms can use to enhance their own behaviour and operations in order to provide 
improved customer service. 
The literature suggests emotional connectivity decommoditises a business, and that 
through process client expectations and experience are positively influenced.  In 
relational terms, such an approach increases responsiveness, establishes common 
assumptions and demonstrates a common language.  In operational terms, customer 
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satisfaction is achieved through specification, cost and timing and through effective and 
efficient resource utilisation.  The concept of the Customisation Blueprint is that it would 
combine both dimensions, encouraging responsiveness drawn from the learning 
process which concerns the development of insight and knowledge from past 
experiences brought to bear on new client needs. It would encourage the systematic 
dissection of existing knowledge for optimum exploitation with each client scenario.  
This contributes to management practice by aiming to improve the outcome for both 
consultant and client organisations and to knowledge by trying to blend relational and 
operational theoretical stances in further developing understanding of what matters to 
buyers of consultancy. 
Figure 5-1 depicts the high level benefits which draw organisations to work together.   
 
Figure 5-1:  Adapted from Helfat et al, (2007:68) Sources of Advantage from Alliance-Based 
Relational Capabilities 
The two central boxes are important to the business of consulting as it is what helps 
growth.  The left and right boxes can be seen as additional competences consultants 
bring to clients.  This symbiosis benefits both organisations.  Each can leverage the 
newly-developed capabilities as well as gaining mutual legitimation of the new 
capabilities and thereby enhancing reputation.  Whilst this is excellent for 
organisational sustainability and growth for both parties, for consultancies it does 
present what could be perceived as systemic uncertainty.  Clients can choose any 
consultancy provider for this.  It stands to reason that consultancies can probably 
benefit from insights into how clients choose and substantiate their choice of 
consultancy partner and what affects their decision-making.  Insights into the factors 
influencing the buyer’s evaluation of the consultant and if that can in turn be influenced 
by the consultants to turn the decision to their favour could also prove useful therefore.   
Relationship-specific 
assets
Effectiveness Governance
Complementary 
capabilities
Interim knowledge 
sharing routines
the skills the 
consultants 
bring
Most important for consulting
project management
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Organisational research is evaluative and discovery oriented (Robson, 2002:8; Hair et 
al., 2007:153).  As such, this research is not looking to uncover absolute truths 
(Gummesson, 2000).  Rather, the intention is to find out what clients perceive to be 
good, bad and missing from their interactions with consultants.  Examining buyers’ 
triggers and validation processes should identify what is important to clients, what they 
value from consultants, what matters to them as they choose, how they choose and 
what they believe consultants could improve.  The findings will be used inform the 
customisation blueprint, to help consultants better personalise responses to client 
requests for help, thereby providing a more defined specification whilst using 
consultant resources more efficiently and effectively.  
5.2 Epistemological and Methodological Considerations 
5.2.1 Philosophical Underpinnings 
“Each choice for research design brings with it a set of assumptions about the social 
world it investigates” (Denscombe, 2007:1). 
Kumar (2005:94) concurs, stating that “the type of design generally informs the 
methods to be used”.  Philosophical issues become relevant because every research 
tool or procedure is inextricably embedded in commitments to particular versions of the 
world and to knowing that world.  “A ‘way of seeing’ is also a ‘way of not seeing’” 
(Stanley, 1990:44).  Social scientists approach their subject via implicit or explicit 
assumptions about the nature of the social world and the way in which it may be 
investigated, and research tools operate only within any given set of assumptions 
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Bourdieu and Nice, 1990; Hughes, 1990:11).  Others claim 
personal experience, theory and practice should exist in a mutual and immediate 
relationship with each other (Bourdieu and Nice, 1990; Stanley and Wise, 1993; 
Bourdieu, 1998).  All these writers believe in contextual or situational relevance, which 
chimes with exploring views, opinions, feelings or processes, which is what this 
research will try to do. 
However there are numerous approaches to research, examples of which are listed in 
Table 5-1.  They appear to imply ontologically opposed assumptions.  Alvessen and 
Deetz state that these labels are socially contrived cultural conceptions (2000). 
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“Scientific” Approach “Contextual” Approach 
positivist interpretivist 
objectivist subjectivist 
foundationalist anti-foundationalist 
quantitative qualitative 
empiricist constructionist 
Table 5-1: Dichotomous research labels (Compiled by the author, 2013) 
 Essentially, the difference is not so much in the terms but in the assumptions held 
about the world.  Adherence to the belief that there is an absolute truth which can be 
scientifically sought is represented by the labels in the left column. “Scientific 
knowledge is supposed to be value-neutral, objective, dispassionate, disinterested” 
(Harding, 1987:182), denoting a Platonic view of the world (Lomas, 2010). The Platonic 
approach, generally referred to in terms of the positivistic/objectivist paradigm, has 
inspired much of social and management research  and the most used instruments for 
data collection so as to represent social phenomena within a seemingly neutral 
framework (Hughes, 1990; Gummesson, 2000).  However it largely neglects 
environmental context and the inherent variety in the way people interact (Miller et al., 
2004:360).   
The alternative, Aristotelian, approach, is to acknowledge that reality is based on 
individual perceptions and experiences which change over time and context.  Aristotle 
believed that everything can be understood if reality is observed and then the purpose 
of the objects seen is thought about (Lomas, 2010).  This is represented by the labels 
in the column on the right.  It accepts that subjectivity is natural and adds to the 
richness of the research rather than detracting from it.  This kind of research involves 
direct encounter with the world, concern with the way people construct, interpret and 
give meaning to experiences, to dynamic processes as well as static categories 
(Gerson and Horowitz, 2002:199).  Judgements of truth are made relative to 
understanding the objective and subjective worlds which characterise a given epoch, 
providing a particular framework for a critical account of the logical order of 
contextualised justification.  In this context, ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ are epistemological 
constructs, contributing to a body of knowledge which will change over time (Burrell 
and Morgan, 1979; Hughes, 1990; Farganis, 2004).   
In a business context, participant interactions are fluid, dependent on each corporate 
culture that shapes the respective groups’ behaviours.  Detailed study of specific 
activities within an organisation means identical situations are unlikely; similar 
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situations are the best that can be achieved.  Consequently, the philosophical 
underpinnings of this research are interpretivist, accepting the idea that an organisation 
is a socially constructed phenomenon to which people come with their own agenda, 
preconceptions and ideas.  “There is no such thing as a clean slate because of every 
individual’s taken-for-granted views and values” and no “magic formula for transmuting 
subjectivity into objectivity” (Collier, 1994:71 and 252).  Through interaction, social 
meanings are modified, changed and transformed, rendering any critique valid only for 
that particular instance, highlighting once again the importance of a common language 
and common assumptions for successful working relationships, organisationally and 
individually. 
This research is contextual and exploratory, grounded in its primary concern of 
understanding the experience of individuals who engage management consultants for 
their organisation.  It seeks to critically explore the phenomenon, subjecting social 
arrangements between client and consultant organisations to rational inspection whilst 
accepting that there is no such thing as objective knowledge, only shared knowledge.  
As such, an approach allowing for the capture of personal opinion, impressions and 
experience is required.  The most obvious way is to seek direct interaction with those 
believed to possess the kind of knowledge and experience being sought.  This is 
normally achieved by interview.   
However there are a variety of types of interview, not all of which are suitable.  
Represented on a continuum of increasing to decreasing structure, interviews are 
broadly grouped into structured, semi-structured and unstructured, which can take 
place individually or in groups.  Structured interviews are associated with survey 
research (May, 2001). They present the same questions in the same order and 
generally provide a choice of answers.  This minimises inconsistency and context and 
maximises standardisation and comparability.  Individual semi-structured interviews 
deal with ‘what’ and ‘how’, seeking to obtain descriptions and perceptions of the 
interviewees’ world in terms of experience and experience.  Posing specified questions 
leaves the interviewer free to probe, seek clarification and elaboration, obtaining 
contextual information (May, 2002).  Unstructured interviews are open-ended in 
character and are most used for exploring depth of feeling or discovery of meaning 
about a phenomenon (ibid).  
Given the purpose of the interview is to draw out individual perception about why and 
how consultants are engaged, in the words and language of the key players, the semi-
structured interview is chosen as the most appropriate type.  This approach does not 
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impose answers on respondents, and allows for personal judgements, opinions and 
general commentary to provide rich information drawn from personal experience 
(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Myers, 2009).  It allows multiple perspectives to be 
acquired and aligned to interpret the clients’ viewpoints and their perceptions of 
consultants.  Thus, the framework informing the research design, or, as Hair 
(2007:153) would call it - the ‘recipe’ – is pluralist, applying qualitative techniques 
through an interpretivist perspective to an inductive approach influenced by a deductive 
stance (Gray, 2009:33).   
5.3 Data Collection 
The purpose of qualitative research is to understand the context in which phenomena 
gain significance and the way in which they are conditioned within the particular and 
broader social context.  An interview is one of the most essential means of 
investigation in qualitative research (Lewin, 1952).  “Conversations with a purpose” 
(Mason, 2002:225), interviews combine attention to dynamic processes as well as 
static categories (Gerson and Horowitz, 2002).  It is interactive research, co-produced 
between interviewer and interviewee.  The knowledge produced is relational, 
conversational, contextual, linguistic, narrative and pragmatic (Kvale, 2009:53).   
Sample sizes tend to be small, with no statistical grounds for guidance (Punch, 
2001:46).  Even knowing this, how many companies, and how many participants to 
collect enough information needs to be decided.  There are two criteria for ‘enough’.  
Sufficiency is the first.  Are there sufficient numbers to reflect typicality and difference in 
process and experience? The second criterion is saturation of information.  This is the 
notion of keeping going until further data collection appears to add little or nothing to 
what you have already learned (Robson, 2002; Seidman, 2006).   
Mason’s analysis of 179 PhD studies identified 36 as the mean number of interviews 
(2010).  Creswell (2009) suggests a range of 5-30 interviews depending on the 
method.  Research by Guest et al. (2006) shows that for studies with a high level of 
homogeneity among the population a sample of six interviews may be sufficient to 
enable development of meaningful themes and useful interpretations.  There are 
however a number of other, outside determinants that influence the answer to ‘how 
many’. These include the nature and scope of the topic, the time given to complete a 
research project, the skill of the interviewer, finding and keeping in contact with 
participants, and the institutional demands of ethics committees (Robson, 2002; Guest 
et al., 2006; Mason, 2010). 
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5.3.1 Sample Identification 
The traditional way of sampling is to identify a population and then select a random or 
stratified sample from that population (Voss et al., 2002; Hair et al., 2007). The first 
task is to identify a ‘typical’ client organisation.  An analysis detailing the industries 
buying consultancy services, showing the latest available data by sector, lists the 
Financial Services and Utilities sectors as the biggest private sector UK consultancy 
buyers (Figure 5-2).  
 
Figure 5-2: MC Market Composition by Client Sector (%of Turnover) 2009 (Poór et al., 2012) 
The second task is to decide which and how many companies should be approached 
to obtain enough information by company and sector to see if different contexts use 
different approaches. The research guidelines by Mason, Guest et al. and Creswell 
showed a wide variation, highlighting the difficulty of knowing what is right for a given 
context.  Using the principles of additionality and sufficiency, five people in five 
companies per sector seemed a sensible target.  This was based on the logic that one 
interview gave a personal view, and two or three people ran the risk of being too 
similar, while five could reveal a ‘company’ bias, if there was one.  It would also allow 
checking for additionality (Robson, 2002; Seidman, 2006).  Despite Mason’s (2010) 
comments about the contrived nature of sample sizes ending in a zero account, 50 
thus became the target sample size in the combined sectors. This research therefore 
appears at the high end of a ‘norm’ for qualitative research, with the complexity and 
volume of data posing potential analysis issues.  Choosing companies to target was a 
simpler task.  Given that utilities and financial services companies are generally 
household names, a list by sector was compiled from memory.  This yielded twelve 
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utilities companies and eleven financial services companies to start from. 
If suitability is an important criterion, accessibility is a crucial one (Eriksson and 
Kovalainen, 2008).  Having identified the target number, the next step was to find 
actual participants.  This was done in a purposive way (May, 2001:95).  Non-probability 
sampling is known to be useful in achieving valuable insights into the studied 
phenomenon (Ghauri and Gronhaug, 2005:155-6) not “made with the aim of being 
statistically representative” (Hair et al., 2007:181). Purposive targeting of individuals 
also referred to as ‘judgment sampling’ (ibid), is required because participants had to 
be familiar with the phenomenon of engaging management consultants.   
5.3.2 Questionnaire Design 
The questionnaire design was based on the themes identified in the literature review, 
covering operational and relational aspects.  The questions asked about what matters 
to clients when they hire consultants.  These questions were piloted with a Director of a 
Financial Services company (Appendix F1).  Having been interviewed, the questions 
were then discussed.  The feedback was that the questions were too project-oriented 
and seemed to be detached from the research goals and stated outcomes, almost 
asking governance-type questions but with a broader scope.  A second set of 
questions was created, drawing on the areas highlighted in the literature review 
(Appendix F2).  A further interview scenario was enacted.  This time the feedback was 
that the questions were more about the mechanics of the process and less about the 
critical success factors of an engagement and the unique selling points of consultancy.  
The actual experience should be questioned more and the questions should be much 
longer, trying to evoke feelings and memories.  The interview script with the questions 
grouped into the exploration themes identified in the literature review (shown in 
Appendix E) was finalised following discussion about the questions with the second 
interviewee (FS1.1).  
5.4 Data Analysis 
“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be 
counted” – Albert Einstein 
The purpose of the interviews was to try and uncover processes, behaviours and 
expectations prevalent in client organisations when engaging consultants and to see if 
the information could be used to help consultants in their approach towards clients.  
Analysis is about organising and manipulating the data.  Silverman (2005) asserts that 
traditionally, statistical analysis is seen as the bedrock of research.  Qualitative data 
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analysis differs from statistical in that no matter how  it is analysed, it is skewed by 
interpretation and judgement, therefore subjective (May, 2001; Robson, 2002).  
According to Kvale (2009) content and purpose precede method therefore the 
theoretical conceptions of the investigation provide the basis for deciding how to 
analyse the content.   
Analysing data can take different forms of expression.  Discourse analysis, for 
instance, places emphasis on the use of language and how specific ideas are 
interrelated to particular concepts (Creswell, 2009).  Hermeneutic analysis is the 
sense-making of written texts for people in a situation rather than exploring the 
dynamics, content, context and structure of social relations (May, 2001:28).  Content 
analysis is essentially a quantitative method of analysing the content of qualitative data 
(Myers, 2009).  It uses pre-identified categories, each instance of which is 
systematically counted or logged, to allow pre-existing theory to be tested.  Grounded 
theory analysis encourages hypothesis generation using theoretical constructs 
generated from bottom-up data, with the aim of developing theory through the 
continuous interplay and overlap between analysis and data collection (Eriksson and 
Kovalainen, 2008).   
Gray (2009) says grounded theory analysis emphasises the emergence of themes that 
are contrasted against their repetitive emergence onto text.  Braun and Clarke (2006) 
view this as ‘grounded theory lite’ and essentially thematic analysis since it does not 
commit to theory development.  Primarily concerned with the exploration of repetitive 
themes coded under certain categories already decided prior to the analysis, and 
others which inductively emerge from the data itself, thematic analysis is similar in 
principle to grounded theory (Denscombe, 2007).  It differs in the way the information is 
encoded.  Codes are developed to label and interpret the identified themes, which 
simultaneously describe and organise the data (Boyatzis, 1998).  Thematic analysis 
focuses on identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the data.  
Moving beyond counting explicit words or phrases and developing themes, it promotes 
discursive interpretation based on context of themes identified since individual codes 
can cross-reference multiple themes  (Boeije, 2010). 
The purpose of the interviews was to seek prevalent client processes, behaviours and 
expectations, thematic analysis appears the most suitable approach to adopt.  To this 
end, the first step in preparing the data for analysis was to transcribe the audio-
recorded interviews.  The transcriptions included all the words said, but not the other 
dimensions of oral interviews such as pauses, sighs, laughter.  The initial 
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categorisation was the high level themes derived from the literature review (Appendix 
E).  Then a process of open coding, assigning a label to a chunk of information and 
classifying it into a category, was carried out.  Coding directly from the data, breaking 
each interview down into units of analysis, describing specific ideas or events, provides 
the basis of the thematic analysis (Denscombe, 2007).   
Table 5-2 shows the approach taken to dissect the data into analysable information. 
Category Source 
Primary Resource Package Individual Interview 
Secondary resource package Role 
Sector 
Country 
Initial coding From the groupings of the questions 
Descriptive coding Issues, labels, processes described  
Coordinating mechanisms Unifying features 
Analytic coding Themes and concepts 
Table 5-2:  Data Structure for developing inferences from raw data 
Using this approach aimed to uncover what matters to clients when choosing 
consultants, and what they perceive as important in creating and delivering satisfaction. 
5.5 Rigour, Reliability, Validity and Generalisability 
Rigour, reliability and validity are perennial concerns for qualitative researchers. 
Methodological rigour is based on checks to ensure that the outcomes of the research 
are meeting the criteria of reliability and validity.  Reliability to a positivist is concerned 
with the consistency and repeatability of the results obtained in the study. However the 
fluid nature of phenomena scrutinised in qualitative research makes such provisions 
problematic, so reliability pertains to the consistency and trustworthiness of the 
research findings (Kvale, 2009).  Reliability is improved through triangulation, the 
principle of which is that a better understanding of the phenomenon being investigated 
is reached if that phenomenon is obtained from more than one data source in more 
than one context (Denscombe, 2007; Gray, 2009).  Validity is concerned with the 
integrity of the outcomes and credibility of the conclusions obtained in the study, and 
can only be assessed relative to goal and context. 
For interpretive qualitative work, reliability, or construct validity, is talked about in terms 
of dependability or comparability.  This comes from the components of the study, the 
description of the process, the participants and how the research was designed 
(Schofield, 2002).  Internal validity relates to the credibility of the work, based on the 
factual accuracy of the account (Maxwell, 2002).  It can refer to issues of omission as 
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well as commission.  External validity, also labelled generalisability, concerns the 
description of the context and the phenomenon to allow comparisons and is referred to 
as translatability or transferability (Schofield, 2002). 
Generalisability depends on how far the capture of nuances and singular 
characteristics of multiple particular environments permits inference from the specific 
instances to the characteristics of a wider environment (Williams, 2002).   “Only by 
comparing a series of interviews can the significance of any one of them be fully 
understood” (Gerson and Horowitz, 2002:211).  In this instance generalisation was 
made plausible by the high number of interviews carried out in three different sectors 
and across multiple countries.  The crucial task is to identify the significant features on 
which comparisons can be made (Denscombe, 2007).  Given the nature of the 
individual interviews and the inclusion of international organisations, extrapolation of 
the significant features was feasible. Specific activities to increase the validity, reliability 
and generalisability of the evidence in this research were the use of theory to structure 
the list of interview topics (Appendix E), the volume of interviews, company and 
participant role variety.  This captured the investigated phenomena from different 
perspectives, provided sector comparisons and the inclusion of an international 
dimension.  All of these provided an easily accessible audit trail. 
5.6 Ethics and Dissemination 
The ethical implications such as confidentiality and anonymity are important in terms of 
gaining access to the companies and individuals.  From the Aristotelian viewpoint 
moral reality is a practical reality where truthfulness is more important than absolute 
truth, where perception and judgment are applied to the phenomenon pragmatically 
(Kvale, 2009). In terms of this study they were not contentious issues, so Ethics 
approval was given by the Humanities, Social and Health Sciences Research Ethics 
Panel at the University of Bradford on 25th November 2011.   
5.6.1 Ethical Issues 
Ethical issues in this study include: 
 Negotiating access with organisations and individuals to obtain voluntary 
participation 
 Explaining informed consent and promising confidentiality of information and 
anonymity of source 
 Acknowledging and respecting the right not to participate in the research 
 Negotiating with those concerned about the representation and publication of 
the work, explaining the use of the results  
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 Maintaining the researcher’s own intellectual property rights 
 Ensuring good professional and academic conduct. 
Confidentiality and anonymity were never an area of concern in this study. It was 
explained to all participants asked to take part that if they chose not to participate, or to 
withdraw their participation, there were no possible repercussions. The only personal 
information requested was a brief description of their background and present role, by 
way of scene-setting and putting them at ease at the beginning of the interview. 
Once the promise about confidentiality and anonymity was given, it was maintained 
throughout the study. The provision of only role and code number identification of 
organisation and individual against the data precluded outsiders identifying the 
participants. This meant the anonymity of participants was protected, they were not 
misled or deceived, and the research was conducted such that identity could not be 
disclosed to anyone or uncovered by anyone. Special care was taken to ensure that 
any record which contains a reference to the identity of an informant is securely and 
confidentially stored electronically in an encrypted folder. 
The interview comprised straightforward questions in order to obtain the required 
responses with good quality in an unbiased manner. Ethical issues can arise during the 
data analysis step.  While checking, editing, coding, transcribing and cleaning raw data, 
an idea about the quality of the data is being formed.  To make sure that data collected 
was not misrepresented or biased, all data was reported, and care was taken to avoid 
misrepresentation of its relevance.  
There were no issues of conflicts of interest.  No company directly knew the other 
companies involved, even though the interviews were obtained by referrals through 
industry networks and contacts.  Unless participants contacted each other separate to 
the research, they only knew that they were part of a group of five companies 
representing their sector.  Participants also knew the research was independent and 
not sponsored by any commercial endeavour. 
5.6.2 Dissemination 
All potential participants were informed that the information gathered during the 
interviews would form the data for a doctoral research project, whether approached via 
email or letter.  Appendix A shows the wording of the initial request sent. 
Prior to the start of each interview, the participant was offered the Research Agreement 
(Appendix B).  Some were pleased to have and sign the agreement.  Others said thank 
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you and returned it, saying they accepted their participation was voluntary and that 
answering the questions meant they were giving their consent.  Following the interview, 
each participant was sent an email thanking them for participation and informing them 
of the next steps (Appendix C).  Responses varied from “you’re welcome” to a positive 
endorsement of the interview experience and future discussions (Appendix D). 
5.7 Participant Selection 
Utilities (UT) and Financial Services (FS) organisations are the biggest private sector 
buyers of consultancy in the UK (Figure 5-2).  As large organisations, many of them are 
household names.  A deliberate and emergent sampling technique was applied to this 
population of household names.  Companies, and individuals within them, were 
identified at random, based on availability and willingness to participate. 
The first attempt at finding participants was based on a network of former colleagues.  
Those who had left consultancy for jobs in financial services or utilities, were 
approached first, followed by those who were still consultants and were asked if they 
would approach clients in the two sectors.  This “backyard research” (Eriksson and 
Kovalainen, 2008:52) is a legitimate option in the business research context.  
Unfortunately this avenue yielded a zero response. The second strategy was to 
research the list of the relevant companies on the internet, finding head office and main 
management team details.  Telephone calls were made to switchboards, personal 
assistants spoken to and enquiry letters to Directors written.  This too yielded a nil 
response.  Then two people were approached in a different network, one being a 
Director of a Financial Services (FS) company and the other a non-executive Director 
(NED) in a utility.  Both these approaches yielded a positive, indeed enthusiastic, 
response.   
From this emerged the snowball technique (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008).  
Participants made an introduction to a third party with a favourable endorsement to 
increase the likelihood of participation, from which a successful outcome was 
eventually achieved.  The FS Director agreed to participate, to ask a colleague in the 
same organisation and former colleagues from a previous place of work, some of 
whom had moved within the sector.  This opened up the field to 5 companies, which 
eventually yielded results in 3, although one of them in the end only provided 3 
participants rather than the 5 requested.  The NED passed the request to the 
Chairman, who passed it to the CEO, who passed it to the Head of Supply, who 
provided all 5 participants and helpfully made sure different business areas were 
represented within the company to offer a cross-section rather than a functional bias.  
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He also provided contact details for people in industry networking forums who he 
believed might be willing to suggest participants from other suitable companies.  
Another of the participants agreed to make introductions to people in his network in 
other utilities.  This yielded a utility each, providing 3 companies in total.  In all cases, 
each interviewee was asked to make a further introduction, to reach the target of 5. 
Further cycles were instigated on broadly similar lines, yielding 3 more financial 
services companies and 4 utilities. Whilst this was more than the target number of 
companies, given the difficulties thus far, all were pursued to ensure completeness of 
the dataset.  The initial point of contact in these companies was via their 
PR/Education/Media routes.  As previously, the snowball technique was then applied, 
with each individual being asked to consider introductions to suitable candidates, 
subject to the company being willing to allow its employees to participate.  This is a 
valid way of establishing a valid dataset with no apparent bias. 
5.8 Respondent Profile 
From the target of 5 people per company in each of 5 financial services and utilities 
companies, 46 interviews were achieved.  3 interviews came from individuals in 
companies where further participants did not materialise.  Other opportunities 
presented themselves, which resulted in 2 international utilities (UTGER, being a 
German company, and UTCHI being a Chinese utiltiy) and a high-end international 
agency (IHEA) participating.  This gives the research an international perspective and 
an organisation from a different sector altogether for comparison purposes and to 
enhance generalisability.  These additional 11 people bring the total to 60 people 
drawn from 16 companies.  The interviews took place over a period of 6 months.  As 
interviews progressed, about midway it felt that little additional insight was being heard, 
indicating perhaps that sufficiency had been achieved.  Given the personal 
commitment executives had made and efforts to use their networks for the research, it 
seemed more ethical to continue than to conform to the letter of the requirements.   
The interviews seek personal judgements, opinions and general commentary about 
why and how consultants are engaged and what matters the most while doing this.  
Consequently, the priority was to ensure participants felt comfortable with the interview 
process.  Participants were asked to choose how they would like to be interviewed.  35 
chose face-to-face, 4 were via skype and 21 were by telephone.  All the interviews 
were recorded.  The interview format with each individual included an explanation of 
the purpose and nature of the research, their role and contribution and the 
confidentiality aspect.  There was no time limit on the interviews.  Four took over an 
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hour.  The shortest lasted 17 minutes.  The remainder typically took 40-45 minutes.  
The questionnaire is shown in Appendix E.  Questions were structured around 
participants’ roles in the process of selection, their experiences of the decision-making 
and their perception of those experiences.  They sought to understand the whole 
process undertaken. 
Figure 5-3 shows the role profile of the respondents.  50 were either Directors or Heads 
of Function, senior executives with broad remits and large budgets.  7 were manager 
level, and 3 were leaders, comprising 2 Chief Executives and a Chairman.   
   
Figure 5-3:  Role profile of the respondents 
The final tally of interviews is shown in Table 5-3.  It lists the 16 companies 
participating.  Labelling is anonymised by sector as FS and UT, and numerically within 
that as 1-5, CHI, GER and separately IHEA.  The individual participant identification 
and each one’s role/level follows the company identifier eg FS1.1 indicates Financial 
Services company 1 and the first person to be interviewed.  UT1.1 correspondingly 
identifies the first Utilities company and the first person in that company to be 
interviewed.
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Company Role/Level 
Financial Services 
FS1.1 Director - Resources 
FS1.2 Director - Risk  
FS1.3 Director - Strategy 
FS1.4 Director - IT 
FS1.5 Director - Performance 
    
FS2.1 Global Head of HR 
FS2.2 Head of Projects 
FS2.3 Head of IT 
    
FS3.1 Head of Business Consulting 
FS3.2 Head of Projects 
FS3.3 Head of HR 
FS3.4 Head of Procurement 
FS3.5 Head of Division 
    
FS4.1 Group Head of Reward 
FS4.2 CEO 
FS4.3 Service Development Manager 
FS4.4 Director of Strategic Cost Review 
FS4.5 Head of Strategy 
    
FS5.1 Group Finance Director 
FS5.2 Head of People 
FS5.3 Head of Internal Rating Based 
FS5.4 Head of Procurement 
FS5.5 Head of Business Projects 
 
Company Role/Level 
Utilities 
UT1.1 Supply 
UT1.2 Operations 
UT1.3 Project 
UT1.4 IT 
UT1.5 Procurement 
    
UT2.1 Strategy Director 
UT2.2 Head of Outsourcing 
UT2.3 Head of Operational Analytics 
UT2.4 
Head of Business Planning & 
Insight  
UT2.5 Programme Manager 
Company Role/Level 
UT3.1 Procurement 
UT3.2 Head of IS 
UT3.3 Head of Investment Delivery 
UT3.4 Networks Manager 
UT3.5 Commercial Director 
    
UT4.1 Manager Product Management 
UT4.2 Director Domestic Markets 
UT4.3 Indirect Procurement Manager 
    
UT5.1 Head of H&S 
UT5.2 Head of Commercial 
UT5.3 Head of Talent Development 
UT5.4 Director of Capital 
UT5.5 Head of Asset Strategy 
 
INTERNATIONAL COMPANIES 
Company Role/Level 
Chinese   
UTCHI1.1 FD 
UTCHI1.2 
Director of Capital Programme and 
Procurement 
UTCHI1.3 CIO 
German 
UTGER1.1 Head of Corporate Development 
UTGER1.2 Group Head of Strategic Planning 
UTGER1.3 Account Manager - Consulting  
US 
IHEA1.1 COO Europe 
IHEA1.2 COO USA 
IHEA1.3 WW Head of Marketing 
IHEA1.4 WW Head of IT 
IHEA1.5 Chairman 
 
Individual Interviews 
UT0.1 Procurement 
FS0.1 
Business Change Programme 
Manager 
UT0.2 
Head of Customer Services and 
Transformational Change 
 
 
Table 5-3:  Research Participants
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5.9 Chapter Summary 
This chapter presented the aims and objectives of the study and explained the 
adoption of a qualitative approach.  Semi-structured interviews were identified as the 
most suitable data collection tool because they facilitate context and interpretation 
during the data collection process.  Suitability of sample size was discussed and the 
selection of 50 participants explained in light of guidance from other research.  A brief 
comparison of qualitative analysis tools was presented and the choice of a thematic 
approach justified because it allows themes and concepts to emerge from the data.  All 
ethical considerations were undertaken in accordance with University of Bradford 
regulations and the study has been approved. 
The selection of participants is described, outlining how participant organisations and 
individuals were identified and approached, and how from a target of 50 individuals an 
actual number of 60 interviews was achieved.  A profile of respondents shows the level 
of seniority, highlighting the decision-making forums involved when organisations 
choose consultants. 
A discussion of the themes and concepts is offered in Chapter 6.  Each interview sheds 
light on the influences on the process of decision-making regarding the engagement of 
management consultants.  From this introduction to the influences, the data are 
discussed comparatively and significant features are examined and explored inter and 
intra sector.  The international organisations form an additional dimension of 
comparison and exploration, and are treated separately in the first instance.  These 
individual, company and sector analyses will be discussed in the context of the global 
themes and concepts which emerged.   It is hoped to use the emergent themes and 
concepts to develop a Customisation Blueprint as an operational framework to help 
consultants better serve their clients.  This is more fully discussed in Chapter 7. 
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 DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS Chapter 6:
6.1 Introduction 
Chapter 5 presented the research underpinnings.  It set out the aims and objectives of 
the project and stated the intended way of obtaining the necessary information, and the 
actual process of data gathering.  This chapter describes the subsequent data analysis.  
Individuals present their experience and perspective on how their organisations buy 
consulting services, what is important to them when they choose as well as their views 
on consultants and what they do. 
6.2 Analysis Approach 
The interview data was information-rich and flowed in a conversational but structured 
way from one enquiry area to the next.  Individuals recounted what their organisations 
do, their personal involvement and their opinions and reflections thereon.  Once all the 
interviews had been completed, they were transcribed as discussed in Chapter 5.4 
(p91).  This produced 570 pages of typed text.   To manage and organise so much 
data NVivo software was used.  NVivo is basically an electronic file management 
system which allows for sorting, comparison, and cross-referencing of qualitative data.  
The interviews were coded in chronological order to ascertain, with hindsight, at what 
point sufficiency, or saturation, was actually attained.  This also made possible a direct 
comparison with Guest et al.’s (2006) findings.   Evidence from the 60 data sources 
and 16 contexts provides depth for reliability and generalisation. 
The process of coding is usually presented in qualitative data analysis textbooks as 
relatively straightforward, unproblematic and quick.  The reality is messy and repetitive, 
although Gray (2009:518) manages to make it sound interesting and vibrant by 
describing coding as an iterative and creative process.  In this project, the analysis 
process involved reading all of the transcripts to re-establish an understanding of the 
material.  The second read-through developed the first-level coding.  This initial coding 
used the groupings established by the interview questions (Appendix E) which were 
around Triggers, Validation, Expectations and Requirements, Experience and 
Communication, as outlined in Table 5-2 (p.92).  Within those categories, each of the 
question areas was identified as a separate code, creating a hierarchical structure of 
‘tree nodes’.  A screen-shot (Figure 6-1) shows the initial code ‘Validation’.  Responses 
captured there refer to opinions or description of the process in general.  ‘Structured’ 
and ‘unstructured’ are second level codes within that hierarchy emerging from the 
descriptions of the mechanisms used during the validation process.  The final level in 
the tree structure captures specific mechanisms identified by respondents. 
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Other sections or words of interest were coded ‘in vivo’, creating an extensive number 
of “free nodes” which are descriptive codes used to broadly ascribe segments of text or 
individual words to particular phenomena as they emerged from the data. ‘Trust’, 
‘Uncomfortable’ and ‘Understand our company’ are visible in Figure 6-1.  A reading of 
the content of all the codes led to further content being added to existing descriptive 
codes from the tree node content.  The tree nodes directly dealt with the questions 
posed and provided information relating to phenomena already identified as well as 
new ones.  The column ‘sources’ refers to the number of individual interviews where 
the reference was found.  The column ‘references’ shows how many areas of text are 
highlighted relevant to that particular ‘node’. 
 
Figure 6-1:  An example of Hierarchical and Free Nodes emerging from the first level coding 
Coding in this way moves beyond counting explicit words or phrases and enables 
developing themes.  It promotes discursive interpretation based on context of themes 
identified since individual codes can cross-reference multiple themes.  Capturing the 
recounting of behaviour, practice, tactics, activities, states, conditions, constraints, 
consequences, norms and values resulted in 115 descriptive coding labels.  Although 
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not a particularly enticing description of the process, using NVivo facilitates the 
development of initial ideas as well as connections to the literature review.  All are 
pertinent towards fulfilling the objectives of this study as summarised in section 4-5 (pp 
79-82). 
The first-level coding created the base material that was used as a starting point for the 
second-level coding, which involves more interpretive analysis.  Here codes are 
elaborated and related to each other. This analysis is cyclical.  In reality, labelling the 
second-level coding as such is misleading because multiple rounds or levels of coding 
took place at that stage, and was the most time-consuming.  Overall, second-level 
coding can be described as intensive engagement in exploring, detailing, grouping, re-
grouping and merging the codes identified at the first level.  Whilst coding in this way is 
a labour-intensive and time-consuming process, with the additional burden of learning 
how to use a new software programme, it is probably easier than the manual coding 
which existed beforehand.  The ease of retrieving and rearranging the coded 
categories encourages experimenting with the data, exploring different possible 
categorisations and category combinations.  The ability to switch between coded 
segments and the entire transcript means any coded segment can, upon a ‘double-
click’, be traced to its original location in the transcript and placed into context.  Hair et 
al. (2007:292) refer to this stage as ‘data reduction’.  Appendix H.1 (p205) shows all the 
interview-related codes following the first stage of analysis, with the number of 
references.  Unsurprisingly those pertaining to ‘choosing’ elicited the most comment, 
followed by ‘turn-offs’, ‘winning scenarios’ and ‘communication’.  Examining the detail 
of each parent and child node indicated that there was a mix of process-related, 
tangible and intangible factors, both positive and negative, in the responses.  These 
factors have been captured in one or more of the descriptive codes, the ‘free nodes’. 
The findings from the analysis of the responses as shown in Appendix H.1 are 
presented in sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2. 
From the point of understanding anything meaningful with regard to what really matters 
to clients when they choose consultants it was clear further analysis and reflection was 
necessary in particular for the ‘free nodes’ since these provide the core insight into 
what clients find important when choosing consultants.  These codes were examined 
firstly by sector then company within sector.  In order to fulfil the project objectives it is 
the important messages this research is seeking to establish so that consultants can 
better serve their clients.  Whilst differences are interesting and are discussed, it is the 
similarities which must underpin any suggestions for changing their approach towards 
clients.  Figures presented in Appendix H.2 to H.5 (p205-209) show the strength of 
103 
 
opinion in the identified categories.  The findings from the analysis of these responses 
are presented in sections 6.3.3, 6.3.4 and 6.3.5. 
Table 6-1 captures the top responses for each sector, the detail of which is shown for 
each one in Appendices H.2-H.5, and is discussed briefly below.
 
Table 6-1:  Summary of the free nodes appearing in the highest five bands for each sector 
A preliminary look at the first five bands in Financial Services, as shown in Appendix 
H.2 (p206) indicates that the single most important feature was ‘relationship’, at 40. 
‘Approach – like’, for which the detailed responses listed behaviours clients appreciated 
in their dealings with consultants, and ‘communication’ were the next highest, being in 
the 32-36 band.  Featuring in the 28-32 ranking were ‘investing time in a relationship’ 
and ‘personal characteristics’.  The 24-28 band contains ‘can work well with us’, ‘get on 
with’, ‘subjective’ and ‘understands our company’, and is followed at 20-24 by 
‘deliverables’, ‘needs met’, ‘reflection’ and ‘worked with them before’.   
The first five bands in the Utilities responses, shown in Appendix H.3 (p207), indicate 
‘procurement’ as the single most important feature, referring to their own internal 
purchasing processes.  ‘Reflection’ and ‘understanding our company’ came next, with 
‘personal characteristics’ and ‘relationship’ following closely in band 30-35.  The next 
band featured only ‘needs met’ as a consultant-focused node.  The other node was 
‘improvements’, which was concerned with internal changes and improvements 
regarding their dealings with consultants.   The final of the top five bands, 20-25, 
contains ‘get on with’ and ‘process’.  Appendix H.4 (p208) shows the overseas utilities 
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have a dominating focus on procurement, closely followed by ‘personal characteristics’.   
The third most important characteristics were identified as ‘understand our company’ 
and ‘size’.  In the fourth band were ‘getting what we asked for’ and ‘changes to scope’.  
The fifth band contained ‘can work well with us’, ‘exam question’, ‘needs met’, 
‘relationship’ and ‘trust’. 
The first five bands for the IHEA, shown in Appendix H.5 (p209), show an interesting 
picture.  The dominating focus for this organisation when choosing consultants is 
‘personal characteristics’.  The second most important band, at 10-12, contained 
‘deliverables’ and ‘expectations’.  This was followed by ‘can work well with us’.  ‘Brand - 
Consulting’, ‘evaluation’ and ‘values and beliefs’ came in the fourth band.  Band 5 
features a number of factors.  These are ‘get on with’, ‘process’, size’, ‘subjective’ and 
‘vetting’.  
Examination of the detail of what was said reveals a strong bent towards intangible 
factors based on behaviour and perceptions of that behaviour from which a number of 
natural groupings emerge.  For instance ‘personal characteristics’ is high in each 
column.  This links to ‘can work well with us’, ‘get on with’ and ‘understand our 
company’, and chimes with ‘values and beliefs’ and ‘subjective’, all features of a 
successful relationship.  However, operational aspects are also captured.  There is a 
concern for the desired result, expressed as ‘deliverables’, ‘getting what we asked for’, 
‘exam question’ and ‘expectations’.  How the result is achieved is the final pressing 
consideration, expressed through the nodes ‘process’, ‘approach-like’, 
‘communication’, ‘reflection’, ‘worked with them before’, ‘changes to scope’, ‘size’, 
‘trust’ and ‘needs met’.   
Sense-making at a number of levels eventually led to groupings into what became 
apparent as clusters around the coordinating mechanisms identified and discussed in 
Chapters 3 and 4 (pages 41 and 78).  In particular the responses show a strong 
alignment with the dimension ‘Operational Relationships’ in Table 4-3 (p78) for which 
the coordinating mechanisms are communication, routines, attitude, process 
knowledge and control.  This enabled a final level of interpretation leading to the 
identification of 3 over-riding concepts to guide the development of a Customisation 
Blueprint.  These concepts, emerging from the interviews and subsequently deduced 
from the analysis are: Ways of Knowing (WOK), Ways of Working (WOW) and Ways of 
Being (WOB).   Ways of Knowing was exemplified in Chapter 3 by Quinn et al. (1996) 
in particular, but is also directly related to the work of SchÖn (1991), Morris and 
Empson (1998), Werr and Stjernberg (2003) and Tywoniak (2007).  It is expressed by 
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respondents through their focus on the results that consultants can help them achieve.  
Ways of Working conforms directly to the work of Staughton and Johnston (2005) 
shown in Table 4-1 on p62.  Respondents’ focus on this is expressed in their concern 
with how the results will be achieved.  Ways of Being, the concept the most talked 
about in the interviews, and captured through a concern with personal characteristics 
and attributes linked to and deriving from that, is aligned with the work of Flanagan et 
al. (2005).   
In NVivo 10 these groupings are referred to as “sets, and is similar to the way Boeije 
(2010) and Denscombe (2007) explain interpretive analysis. 
6.3 Presentation of Findings 
6.3.1 Overview 
Conforming to the findings by Guest et al. (2006), the first 6 interviews provided 80% of 
the codes.  90% of codes emerged from the first 10 interviews.  The remaining 10% 
trickled from the following 20 interviews.  Saturation was therefore reached by the half-
way point.  This appears also to indicate that the population is homogenous. Given a 
certain similarity between the sectors this is perhaps not totally surprising.  Both 
sectors are regulated industries and tend to consist of large organisations, with more 
than 10,000 employees.  So although the nature of their customer contact is different, 
the issues management deal with, and where they seek external help, appear 
analogous.  Figure 6-2 shows the details of the spread of responsibility.  Eleven are in 
an Operations role.  The second largest group is Procurement, followed by HR, 
Projects and Strategy.   
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Figure 6-2:  Distribution of participants by role 
The work carried out by participants and their exposure to buying consultancy appears 
to align with recent industry reports into which services generate revenue for consulting 
firms in Europe, shown in Figure 6-3.  Operations and Strategy generate the most 
revenue.  Operations, Risk and Projects tend to work under a performance 
improvement banner in organisations.  They comprise 36% of the participant profile, 
and generate 34% of a consulting firm’s revenue. 
 
Figure 6-3: Breakdown of Business Consulting Turnover 2011 (Poór et al., 2012) 
The sections that follow provide a synopsis of views, comments and opinions from the 
participants based on how they collectively and separately perceive the decision-
making and selection processes around engaging consultants.  The 16 companies 
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represented in the responses outlined processes, requirements and expectations that 
were broadly similar.  Whilst the language and the phrases used revealed deeply 
personal opinions, strongly flavoured by the individual company, the sentiments 
expressed were not materially different.   This also seems to point to a relatively 
homogenous population. 
6.3.2 Triggers  
The questions in this section of the interview sought to establish what drives the initial 
discussions about needing consultants in organisations and how the discussions lead 
to the buying process.  The focus is on understanding what makes people think they 
need to bring in a consultancy.  In the main clients have a definitive view of why their 
organisations consider the use of consultants.  The trigger, be it externally or internally 
driven, emanates from a pressure to deliver, to perform and to be efficient.   
The regulator is the external driver for performance improvement: “The regulatory 
landscape is quite prolific at the moment” (FS5.4), and leads to: “the need to drive 
efficiencies and better processes within a compliant framework” (UT5.1).  Internal 
drivers come from the top or an individual area.  They were listed as: the identification 
of a business issue, such as not achieving targets; a business problem which results in 
a financial gap; or a new initiative being conceived.  Conversations are subject to the 
usual starting-point for all supplier-related decisions – the “make-or-buy” discussion.  
This also provides the first validation point.  Most said that the default position would 
always be to try and find an internal resource first.  If the decision is to ‘buy’ rather than 
‘make’, it is still not inevitable that management consultants will be bought.  Even 
though consultants are seen to possess expertise by dint of the fact that they can 
provide industry knowledge, issue knowledge and different technologies, occasionally, 
a niche specialist or an interim manager may be used instead.  Some triggers by-pass 
the ‘make-or-buy’ issues.  Entering new markets; “tackling something that is not quite 
core activity, that’s different and therefore not cost-effective to have the skills in-house” 
(UT3.5) and “it doesn’t make commercial sense to have that kind of skill in 
permanently” (FS1.4) because “it’s not part of our normal operating model” (FS3.2) 
lead directly to conversations about consultants.   
A number of distinct reasons why companies want consultant input were discussed.  
These are shown Figure 6-4.  The decision to seek consultancy help is based on one 
or more of the reasons listed, not in terms of internal or external drivers.  Consultants 
bring proprietary and competitor knowledge, an extra pair of hands, and independent 
insight and legitimisation to something already embarked upon in-house. 
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Figure 6-4:  Tree Node showing the 'Trigger' hierarchy 
a. PROPRIETARY AND COMPETITOR KNOWLEDGE  
Consultants are perceived to have problem-solving and analysis skill-sets to further 
enhance future client capabilities as a consequence of a level of skills transfer that 
working together could create.  From this, clients have a confidence that the help they 
seek will add value to their organisations.  Consultants bring a valued external 
perspective by having done work elsewhere, whether with companies in the same 
sector, in different sectors, in the same geography, or in different geographies.  
Networked across a number of different businesses in different industries, consultants 
“can bring that external benchmarking experience and know-how into different 
organisations” (UT2.4). 
b. EXTRA PAIR OF HANDS 
Resource constraints of various kinds also lead to businesses using consultants as 
extra manpower.  Much of the discussion concerns resources, and the question of 
“availability, capability and competences” (UT2.1).  It may be that there is an urgent 
situation where time is of the essence for delivery, and consulting input may be used to 
make sudden bulking up but then a sudden ramping down possible, to help out at 
peaks and troughs.  It is not necessarily the case that the consultants are brought in for 
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the critical work.  If there is a time clash, it may be that internal resource is ring-fenced 
for the ‘commercially top priority’ and consultants are used to “backfill the business as 
usual side of activity to free up internal staff” (FS1.4).  Or perhaps the business cannot 
afford to carry a particular skill-set permanently in the business, and it is more cost-
effective to bring it in as and when.  Sometimes the ‘extra pair of hands’ was hired to 
circumvent draconian headcount controls intended to keep costs down.  Consultants 
have no impact on headcount, but ironically they do drive costs up. 
c. INDEPENDENT INPUT AND LEGITIMISATION 
Sometimes there is a feeling that the independent input consultants give can provide 
reassurance and validation of work already done or underway.  This often leads to the 
criticism that consultants ‘will steal your watch to tell you the time’.  In fact, 8 people 
used this phrase verbatim (FS1.3, FS1.4, FS5.3, UT2.2, UT3.1, UT4.3, UTCH1.1 and 
UTGER1.1).  Apocryphally it is used with negative connotations, yet the reality appears 
to be that consultants might be deliberately engaged for that very reason: 
 “you might have the answer and know what the answer is and it might be very similar 
or the same to what a consultant might come up with but the benefit of a consultant in 
their report giving you that view is they can potentially give it more directly.  And if it’s 
come from a well-known firm it is, in some circumstances, something a senior board 
might pay more attention to because it’s independent and it’s got that, sort of, 
independent stamp on it.  And possibly… that same message might not get listened to 
so clearly coming from internally …if you go to one of the larger consultancy firms, you 
get the piece of work but it comes with the designer t-shirt, so the KPMG stamp or the 
Deloitte stamp on the letterhead in terms of ‘these are our findings’”(FS1.4) 
FS5.3, talking about obtaining Board approval, concurs:  “if you’re paying people to 
come in they tend to listen more”.  Similarly, this legitimisation can provide the 
Regulator with an additional layer of confidence.  Another area consultant legitimisation 
is useful is where organisations are looking to take the sting out of a message or a 
blockage out of a process.  It may be that politically it is easier for an outsider to prove 
the point and move everybody along.  Alternatively, a difficult message such as 
downsizing following a reorganisation can be de-personalised by using consultants: 
“He makes the decision that you wanted him to make in any case…that sort of de-
personalises what the Chief Executive or the Board or the head of the organisation or 
whatever it might be… has to say” (UTGER1.1) 
These are the main circumstances consultancy input is deemed useful and actively 
sought.  UTCHI 1.2 highlights another reason: a post-acquisition need for “a super-
charged input from consultants just to advise the new management on how the land 
lies.” 
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The categories and the triggers outlined all present a logical, legitimate rationalising of 
issues and ways of resolving them.  However, an alternative, ‘dark side’ to buying 
consultancy emerged.  There was a suggestion that using consultants was a bit like a 
comfort blanket or an addiction, where the removal of the habit becomes almost 
unthinkable.  Again, this rather belies the ‘default’ position.  A somewhat scathing but 
pithy observation captured this school of thought: 
“for managers with fat budgets and limited capabilities, consultants are obviously quite 
an attractive option” (not attributable here) 
Finally, UT5.5 and FS1.1 spoke of consultants approaching them with an offering.  
They gave this short shrift, feeling that if consultant input is needed it will be sought.  
d. PREPARING THE WAY FOR CONSULTANCY SPENDING 
People talked about planned or ad hoc spend on consultants yet 14 of the 16 
companies have framework agreements.  These set out a list of approved companies 
and their skillsets, and are procured on a fixed planning cycle of 3-5 years.  Having, 
and renewing, a framework agreement seems to contradict the default position of not 
buying consultancy.  Arranging or renewing framework agreements is incredibly 
cumbersome, taking anything from 4-6 months to complete (FS3.5).  The purpose is to 
comply up-front with European Procurement Directives legislating for open and 
transparent procurement practices.  According to EU legislation, all tenders from the 
public sector which are valued above a certain financial threshold must be published.  
Although not public sector organisations, this legislation also applies to the regulated 
financial services and utilities. 
The disadvantages are the time and expense, which precludes some companies from 
participating so narrowing the field by default almost.  UT3 and UTCHI mentioned a list 
called Achilles which provides a centralised preferred supplier list (PSL) for all utilities, 
saving all parties time and money.  The others intimated company-prepared lists.  The 
advantage is that a PSL provides a pool of pre-qualified suppliers with a broad set of 
skills available at an already agreed rate.  Suppliers can be approached without 
contravening EU procurement regulations and detailed specifications for the particular 
piece of work tendered as required.  A PSL also permits mini-competitions of a tender 
with a timescale reduced to 4-6 weeks, whilst complying with regulations. Figure 6-5 
outlines the PSL creation process. 
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Figure 6-5:  The Framework Development Process (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
A broad requirement specification is drawn up and an announcement making a request 
for information (RFI) is placed in the Official Journal of the European Union (OJEU).  
Responses are sifted through and a long list is invited to tender (ITT).  These 
submissions are evaluated against given criteria and those companies deemed 
suitable are placed on the PSL.  Being a preferred supplier does not guarantee 
revenue for a consulting firm; conversely, not being on one does guarantee no 
revenue. 
All the companies identify consultancy spend as part of their annual planning and 
budgeting process.  The targets being set and the practicalities of achieving them 
trigger initial thinking about indicative consulting spend on major change programmes,  
something operational that needs to be addressed immediately, or a discrete piece of 
work that cannot be done without consultant input for a variety of reasons.  This 
indicates that much of what might be labelled ‘ad hoc’ draws down on frameworks for a 
specified time injection, and so in effect is a consequence of the long-term planning 
process rather than a randomly-appearing issue.  IHEA and FS2, the two companies 
without framework agreements, also assessed their requirements for consultancy 
support during the planning cycle, whence they derive a range of initiatives.  Not having 
a framework agreement does not mean preferred suppliers do not exist.  Rather, the 
procurement directives do not apply so there is no requirement for a formal, 
documented PSL.  Nevertheless, these organisations also had and used preferred 
suppliers.  Selection is based on criteria such as the companies who had worked 
successfully with them before, reputation or recommendation.   
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6.3.3 Validation  
The questions around validation were to find out what exactly happens once the trigger 
has been activated.  There appears to be much activity, both structured and 
unstructured, within an organisational procedural framework.  Respondents outlined a 
number of practices, explaining both informal and formal ways of seeking support for 
purchasing consultancy.  Decision and validation points occur in a variety of ways, 
depending on the nature of the issue, its size, individual preferences, and the 
particularities of the organisation.   
Informal Validation 
Regardless of whether the need emerges as planned or ad hoc, as already discussed, 
the first validation point tends to be the ‘make-or-buy’ decision.  If the decision is to 
‘buy’ then internal conversations involving questioning, discussing, and internal 
networking provide further justification and move the process along.  Some, such as 
FS2.1, sit down alone in a cold room and think, before meeting anybody and getting 
swayed, what the organisation needs.    Others, such as FS1.1, socialise the ideas, talk 
to colleagues, or to the boss. FS4 and UT1 tend to convene a working group together 
with interested stakeholders and then try and clarify what the ‘exam question’ is that 
needs an answer.  Only FS4, UT4 and UT 5 did not speak specifically of ‘exam 
question’.  All other respondents used the term as a way of expressing the need for a 
precise and concise response, a response focused on their specific needs, with an 
absence of triteness, waffle, corporate filler or any other extraneous detail to take up 
their time.  Sometimes, as a way of clarifying ‘the exam question’, managers find value 
in sending requests for proposals and then listening to what the different companies 
have to say to glean insights into how various firms suggest they would organise the 
answer to the question or solve the problem (UT2 and FS4).  There is also the situation 
where a little questioning and curiosity about what is happening in the outside world is 
used to influence the shape of any possible development, with firms directly 
approached and asked to give what they know on a topic (FS5 and UT5). 
Formal Structured Validation 
Having exhausted the informal processes, ultimately companies follow a more 
structured approach.  Although corporate scrutiny is a feature of any purchase, 
consultancy purchasing is subject to a more intense level of corporate governance than 
other purchases, as evidenced by the sign-off tolerances being so much smaller.  UT1, 
UT3, UT4, and FS4 specifically reported almost a zero-based approach to 
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management consultancy.  The default position is to buy no consulting, so restrictions 
and approvals are stringently controlled.  Even without a zero-based approach, 
consultancy authorisation rapidly reaches senior echelons in an organisation (FS1, 
FS5, UT2).  Consequently, regardless of size, a transparent purchasing process has to 
be carried out.  How involved this is depends on the speed and size of the project 
(FS5, UT1, IHEA).  Structured validation of a consulting need creates documentation, 
formality and an audit trail.   
Following the post-2002 Sarbanes-Oxley legislative requirement for competition, 
discussed in section 2.6, organisations using consultants have in-built imperatives to 
take a more information-driven approach.  The specialist nature of the skills required 
and why they are not available in the organisation usually needs to be justified and 
articulated.  Essentially the scope and terms of reference derive from this.  The 
validation process ranges from a scoping document incorporating specification, 
boundaries, timing, approach, and governance to a full-blown business case  for 
authorisation.   
Enough is articulated in the business case about the scope of the project to understand 
where the business benefits and the costs are and how these have been estimated.  
The business case also covers the business rationale and tends to incorporate a 
complete set of internal documentation, which is then presented to higher authority, as 
determined within each individual company.  FS0.1 lists the steps briskly:  
“Specification out, briefings, follow-up briefings for those that want them during the 
course of preparing their pitch, and when they do the pitch, we’ll score it and weight it 
and make the decision with that bid review team” 
Figure 6-6 shows how participants described what happens from a trigger occurring to 
the completion of the validation and selection process.  There to validate and to 
constructively challenge the requirement, involving a procurement department opens 
the approval process to others in the organisation.  This makes it possible to apply 
organisational knowledge rather than just issue-specific knowledge to the situation 
(UT4.3).  This kind of intervention from Procurement can potentially change either the 
process or the outcome.  However, procurement’s core role is seen predominantly as 
being to support the activity, to help source, negotiate, and contract.  It should be noted 
that the Buying Team is a joint team combining the Executive/ Manager/ Management 
Team and procurement specialists. 
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Figure 6-6:  The Buying Process (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
Firstly companies look at whether there is an existing relationship or framework.  For 
consulting input incorporating IT UTCHI, IHEA and FS2 stated they looked to the 
Gartner Magic Quadrant for direction.  A US-based information technology research 
and advisory company, Gartner delivers technology research to global technology 
business leaders to make informed decisions on key initiatives.  Its Magic Quadrant 
provides a qualitative analysis into a market, its direction, maturity, participants and 
competitive positioning of four types of technology providers.   
Sometimes the initial approach is simply to chat about the issue and explore what the 
firm knows or has done in that space (FS1, FS3, UTGER, UT2).  Othertimes it is to 
workshop some input (FS2, UT4), or request a letter outlining possible avenues (FS5, 
UT3).  Whatever the reason, this kind of activity is both a precursor and contributor to 
the validation process.  An initial document is sent to companies identified as being 
able to help in the particular area asking for suggested outline proposals.  Typically, the 
information in these proposals is used to shape a more defined requirements document 
which is then sent to all or some of the original respondents, but usually no more than 3 
or 4 consultancies.  From receipt of proposals to the decision being made, 
organisations use a scoring sheet which has a set number of scoring criteria.  Each 
member of the buying team completes the sheet and the scores are discussed.  By and 
large individuals are in agreement.  Where there are notable discrepancies, a 
discussion takes place until a final outcome is agreed. 
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The process outlined incorporates strict controls and a transparent, auditable 
approach.  Yet, as with Triggers in section 6.3.2 (p107), a questioning of the status quo 
was evident in FS1: 
“To be honest, I wonder what the stats are around how many they’ve rejected or, it will 
be an interesting question to ask ‘how many have you rejected, how many have you 
thrown out on the basis that the scope is not properly defined’, you know, ‘how many 
have you said this scope is too large and actually needs to be reduced’.  I wouldn’t 
have thought it was that many to be honest.” (FS1.2) 
“The organisational challenge and validation is quite mechanistic” (FS1.3) 
FS2 made clear the approvals were purely at the financial level once scope had been 
agreed: 
“I need to get approval for the cost but not necessarily approval for the person 
themselves…not minding who we actually got in…” (FS2.3) 
A final observation that could well apply to all companies leaves food for thought for 
consultants wondering how best to serve their clients: 
“I think we ask for the right things but whether we’re asking to solve the right problem is 
a different question entirely” (UT1.2). 
6.3.4 Expectations and Requirements 
This section deals with questions 5 and 6 of the interview (Appendix E, p201), asking 
what do people look for when they choose consultants.  The questions also delved into 
what managers want of consultants, any preconceptions they may have, and how they 
know if their needs have been met.  A wide range of requirements was revealed.  
Some factors influence both the inputs and outputs to the engagement process.  
Perceptions regarding what consultants are like and what they can do colour 
expectations.  Perceptions also impact formal and informal requirements, the 
articulation of which is important in creating and delivering satisfaction.   
a. PRECONCEPTIONS AND EXPECTATIONS 
Preconceptions about how consultants look and behave abound.  Some have a 
derogatory slant, although often humorously described.  For instance, IHEA1.1 likened 
consultants to estate agents; UT1.4’s chosen comparator was the used car salesman, 
while both FS0.1 and UT3.1 evoked pictures of a shiny-shoed individual.  On the other 
hand, so many broad-ranging criteria were mentioned as expectations and 
requirements that it belies belief any arrangements are able to be made at all.  UT3.4 
was frank: 
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“I want the perfect person.  I want the person I’d have a laugh with, yeah, I want the 
person to be serious and deliver and drive it really hard.  I don’t want it to be because 
we’re paying the bill. I want it because actually they enjoy what they’re doing and they 
get a buzz out of delivering real value”. 
“You’re buying high-calibre individuals, top-notch people, who can deliver really 
outstanding excellence in every aspect of everything that they do.  And that will be 
down to the way that the people look, it will be down to the way they speak, down to 
the way that they present themselves, the way the team presents themselves.  And we 
also look for excellence in work” (IHEA1.1) 
Important criteria include a high level of education, a hard worker, someone who is 
serious, knowledgeable and fun.  The consultant is also expected to be available, be 
highly accommodating, and go the extra mile (FS4.1 and 5.1).  Figure 6-7 notes all the 
words respondents put forward to describe the personal characteristics a consultant 
should possess.  Characteristics are personal and professional, perhaps indicating that 
UT3.4 is not the only person with an idealised view of a consultant, epitomising 
perfection.  This data also relates to the concepts of Ways of Knowing (WOK), Ways of 
Working (WOW) and Ways of Being (WOB), expressed here as desired, or expected, 
personal rather than organisational attributes.  Figure 6-7 provides further evidence of 
how people buy consultancy and underpins the underlying premise of the 
Customisation Blueprint.  The words are open to other interpretations, but the 
interpretation flowing from this research is that competence is about how a consultant 
knows and demonstrates that knowing (WOK).  Core values express the consultant’s 
approach to work (WOW).  Personality features are all strong, vibrant, positive 
attributes pertaining to how that person is, how the person behaves (WOB). 
 
Figure 6-7: Personal Characteristics (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
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There is an expectation, generally taken-for-granted, that consultants have the 
desirable expertise to do what is needed (IHEA 1.1, FS3.4, UT1.2, UT5.4).  
Respondents were clear that consultants would not “have got through the door if they 
did not have that” (UT1.2).  Companies look for consultants because they provide an 
external perspective (FS1.5, IHEA1.3, FS4.5, and UT4.2).  Content expertise, both 
sector and company-specific is important to clients, and they expect it to be transferred 
to the business, so that something sustainable and enduring that will continue to make 
a difference is left behind.  There is also an expectation that what is promised will 
happen, regardless of what is actually in the contract.  To this end, a level of flexibility 
is necessary to ensure responsiveness.  The implication of ‘get on and do it’ is that 
consultants should be independent, and task-focused, which should result in client 
thinking being challenged.   
Yet a concern that challenge and independence might be compromised was 
expressed, some noting that consultants are very keen to please. The fact that 
consultants are “always looking for the next earner” (FS5.3) potentially compromises 
their willingness to challenge.  On two occasions identical phrases were used in this 
regard.  UT1.1 and UT2.2 used “master:slave relationship” to explain that simply 
because the client pays the bill should not equate to obedience and through that lead 
to missing the real issue.  This relates to the allusion by UT1.2 at the end of section 
6.3.3 (p112).   UT2.2 and UT5.4 talked of “emperor’s new clothes” in the context of 
over-promising and under-delivering thereby compromising the future with unfounded 
promises that subsequently cannot be met.  Moreover, this contravenes the core value 
of ‘integrity’ expressed in Figure 6-7. 
Another expectation is that time, not just money, comes into play as part of the overall 
package of care, which partly arises from a perhaps not unreasonable feeling that high 
expectations go hand-in-hand with the high premium paid. 
“I would expect the partners and the directors to be spending time with me and other 
senior colleagues in my function, on a regular basis, and none of that directly charged” 
(FS0.1) 
 “I would expect them to earn their coin… that they increasingly put skin in the game, 
so if they don’t deliver there have to be consequences.” (UTCHI1.4) 
Notwithstanding this eclectic mix of expectations, a number of other considerations 
were listed specifically as being important to clients, as being what they feel they 
actually need from consultants. 
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b. WHAT MATTERS WHEN CHOOSING CONSULTANTS? 
As with their expectations, clients referred less to contractual requirements than to 
aspects concerned with satisfying the identified business need.  Participants spoke 
distinctly about desirable traits they sought and undesirable, and that both were easily 
recognisable.  Consultants were deemed to possess an approach that would ensure all 
would be as it should:  
“High commitment, rapid dissimilation when they get on the ground, you know, coming 
in effectively, very quickly, good communication and to have the level of proficiency 
that they’ve declared in the sales process.” (FS0.1) 
Having tried and tested approaches is respected as part of each firm’s proprietary 
toolkit.  This is not simply about models but about approach too.  It concerns getting 
information together, translating it, synthesising and summarising it so that it is turned 
into something that is easy to understand to help decision-making.  Notwithstanding, 
consultants are expected to possess a deep understanding of the client business to 
which to apply the proprietary tools and methods.  Otherwise “…they can’t add that 
value because it’s generic work in a vacuum” (FS1.1).  In contrast, UT4.1 requires a 
deep understanding of other businesses, looking to consultants to bring inspiration 
from outside: 
“what I want and what I expect now is to look outside of our sector and think ‘what’s 
happened in telecoms, what’s happening in’, I don’t know, ‘you know, the world where 
UPS and TNT and all the delivery firms… Our expectation now is we’ve got to look out 
of industry and we expect those guys to do that for us, you know, and bring it in.” 
To have credible interactions with people or credibility in their recommendations, 
consultants are required to possess a deep understanding of the industry.  Without this 
it is hard for consultants to have sensible conversations with senior people or indeed 
come up with anything suitable to actually look at if they truly do not understand, in 
some depth, the market their clients are working in.  Trust, delivery, capability in the 
form of specialist skills and industry skills makes consultant input valuable and 
insightful.  Combined with the commercial arrangements around price it becomes 
specifically usable.  In these circumstances the client is expecting some tailoring to 
their needs.  That customisation is expensive is acknowledged (FS4.1), as is the fact 
that consultants must have their own firm’s interests at heart (FS1.4, FS4.5, UT2.2, 
UT4.1).  What clients nevertheless require is that the consultant remembers that at the 
end of the day the client is paying for the service and the product and therefore tailoring 
to their needs.   
Clients know when customisation is not available, or at least simulated.  They have 
experienced the delivery of ‘vanilla services’ when they have purchased input to 
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complex problems not resolvable without creativity, tenaciousness and insight.  They 
have received generic solutions that make them feel the consultants have just taken a 
model used for the last hundred clients and regurgitated it once more, the epitome of a 
boiler-plated template in action.  Examples highlighting this practice were plentiful 
(FS1.3, FS3.5, FS5.1, UT1.1, UT1.2, UT0.1).  The almost identical slide-decks from 
firms pitching in a beauty parade were mentioned.  Some commented how the previous 
company’s name was left on the slide pack.  To sum up:  “One size fits all is a serious 
turn-off” (UT5.3).  Another ‘turn-off’ is the provision of a team that has just met in the 
car park (UT1.2, UTGER1.1).  Small matters of detail, each is avoidable with some 
planning and preparation. 
As with contractual arrangements, there is a taken-for-granted aspect to delivering to 
the required scope, budget, timescale and quality.  At the same time, managers 
acknowledged that they required consultants to do so usually within quite challenging 
timeframes.  Whilst delivering to an agreed scope was important, different degrees of 
adherence were deemed necessary.  Some felt a tight scope was mandatory because 
consultants were so good at widening the scope and expanding the remit (FS4.4, 
FS5.5, and UTCHI1.1).  On the other hand, there was also the view that changes to 
scope, rather than the negative connotations of scope creep, are actually beneficial.  
Flexibility around scope changing is useful as the piece of work matures and 
circumstances change priorities due to project dynamic (FS4.5, FS5.1, UT2.1, UT2.4, 
UTGER1.1).   UTCHI1.2 provides an antidote to both sides of this debate by 
highlighting an operational and commercial reality which says that clarity up front is 
required since changing expectations is a very expensive hobby.  
What was unanimously of more concern to participants was that people could work 
together; the chemistry between them must be right and evidence (through gut feel 
mainly) of a cultural fit.  There was much talk of the chemistry being right, and how 
without chemistry no amount of technical knowledge would help a consulting firm win 
work.  Without chemistry it would not be possible to get the best out of either the 
people tasked to work with the consultants or the recipients of the engagement.  
Having said that, it was also recognized that: 
“…it’s difficult to describe the cultural stuff about how they work and how they would 
work with us and I think that’s quite a big piece and it’s not always easy to articulate”  
(UT5.1) 
Yet ‘chemistry’ and ‘the cultural stuff’ has been clearly expressed by respondents, as 
shown in Figure 6-7.  If, as many have already said, technical competence is taken for 
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granted, then ‘chemistry’ and ‘cultural stuff’ is composed of the attributes identified in 
the columns ‘core values’ and ‘personality features’.  Recognising particular attributes 
creates a sense of well-being and comfort in individual buyers.  It is this that is 
understood as ‘chemistry’ and ‘cultural stuff’, making them rather less esoteric than at 
first appears. 
6.3.5 Experience 
Precisely because articulating the intangible expectations and requirements is difficult, 
perceptions of the experience of engaging and working with consultants vary.   
“My experience with consultants over the years goes from a range of being really 
fantastic to bloody awful, where they have been sacked” (IHEA1.5) 
In an attempt to create conditions for successful outcomes where buyer and supplier 
are happy, the buying process described in Figure 6-6 (p114) is paramount.  The 
scoring criteria are weighted dependent on the particular assignment, and participants 
admitted they heavily weight the criteria for consultants on qualitative factors.  For 
instance FS3 typically weight 70% on the technical side, 30% on price, where the 
technical side has as sub-criteria cultural fit, the understanding of the requirement, the 
track record of the company, and the depth of resource that they have.  FS5 weight 
30% on people, 30% on experience and 40% on cost.  Despite this, within-company 
differences of perception still exist.  FS3.1 talked at length about the objective nature of 
the procurement process, designed for transparency and clarity, with cost as a core 
factor.  FS3.2, FS3.3 and FS3.4 on the other hand all said that it was about chemistry 
and picking the people that they can work with them, their teams and external 
stakeholders.  ‘Gut feel’ as a factor in choosing was specifically discussed by FS2.1, 
FS3.5, FS5.1, UT1.1, UT1.4, UT2.2 and UT5.4.  UT3.1 and UT1.1, two of the senior 
procurement participants, even went so far as to say “it’s a heart-over-head call”.  Yet 
consideration of Figure 6-7 (p116) highlights that the decision process is not irrational 
but more an acknowledgement that individual participants have made connections 
which resonate and enthuse as regards a solution to the problem at hand.  A 
discussion of this subliminal understanding, expressed as ‘gut feel’, shapes the 
collective scoring. 
How well this call was made at the time of purchase is evident once the project starts.  
Working together needs to be a pleasure rather than a battle because ultimately joint 
working cannot be depersonalized.  Even the objective FS3.1 admitted that feelings 
were part of the package when: “We get to the end, and everything is done and 
everyone is happy, then yeah, it feels good” (FS3.1).   
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One strong message from utility managers was how important it was for consultants to 
operate in the ‘here and now’, focusing on providing quality for the job in hand.  Clients 
do not appreciate when work is more about optimising themselves looking for the next 
sale.  The feeling is that consultants are too keen to sell, and companies do not need to 
be sold to; when they need a consultant they know they need one and they approach 
them.  Here there was a slight divergence between sectors.  Utilities disliked the fact 
that they were sharing essentially organisational secrets with them and then 
consultants’ eyes light up as they see the next opportunity. 
Financial Services clients on the other hand acknowledge that there is always another 
agenda, one where as a consultant you need to generate income.  A two-pronged 
agenda appears to be acceptable, inasmuch as consultants are presumed to deliver 
what they should on a given piece of work and that they are also looking for leads into 
further work.  Consultants are not derided for seeking to establish a pipeline of work. 
As far as choosing and actually making the decision from amongst different consulting 
firms, buyers are clear about what they want and what they do not want.  As with 
required or expected personal characteristics, listed in Figure 6-7 (p116), so with 
characteristics and practices that are not desirable.  Boiler-plated templates and 
associated practices have already been mentioned.  A few other practices and 
behavioural traits signal alarms in the choosing process.  Inconsistency is one.  Buyers 
look for consistency between what is said on paper and in person, including how the 
consulting team presents itself, not just the material (FS3, FS5, UT1, UT3).  Process 
charts listing ‘in phase 1… in phase 2’ are irritants rather than enlightening (IHEA).  
Repackaging information shows laziness, a lack of listening and application, as does 
being told ‘you need to do this’ (UT5.3 and IHEA1.2).   Some firms present what they 
want to rather than what the buyer needs to know or wants to know.  This was referred 
to by some as laziness and others as arrogance.  Either way, it closes the opportunity. 
“…the worst of all worlds is consultants who see the gravy train and a cheque book and 
assumes that their name alone will carry them”  (UTCHI1.2). 
This elicits several responses in buyers, including those mentioned above.  However, 
there is one that is probably more important for consultants to be aware of than any 
other.  In the main, the companies participating in this research, by their very nature, 
hire the large, branded consultancy firms, although not uniquely so.   The reasons for 
buying a ‘brand’ are of a practical bent.  Large firms are able to scale up for sizeable 
projects at relatively short notice (FS1, UT2, UTCHI).  They have high market visibility, 
a kind of corporate banner associated with a track record of successful deployment and 
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a belief that they only employ highly intelligent, competent individuals (FS3, UTGER).  
This latter point was singled out as particularly relevant when dealing with the 
regulator.  Everybody uses the same companies for certain types of work, creating an 
organisational credibility associated with the individuals and the organisation engaged 
(FS5, UT5).  All these reasons are solely about competence.  As a function of size and 
fundamental background capability when dealing with regulators this competence is 
solely about WOW rather than WOK because of an understanding how the regulator 
for instance likes things prepared.  By association, the individual consultants working 
for the branded firms are deemed to possess the attributes in the middle column of 
Figure 6-7 and which express the consultant’s approach to work.  The two can be seen 
to go hand in hand. 
What is difficult for buyers, and key for consultancies to be aware of, is the strongly 
held view that choosing objectively between brands is tricky.  However, when a 
significant number of buyers from the two sectors who are the biggest UK buyers of 
consultancy state that they have no idea what differentiates the various firms, that is a 
powerful message (FS1, FS3, UT2, UTCHI).  There appears to be a lack of clarity as to 
what their skill or their product is.  Even the firms’ website fail to clarify, listing 
everything a firm offers, without ranking or identifying any real core expertise (IHEA).  
The onus appears to be on the consumer to decipher.  Soberingly, FS1.3 recounts: 
“The number of times that I ring up these guys and, say you’re PwC, say ‘look, why 
specifically would I buy you rather than KPMG or E&Y’ and they’d find it almost 
impossible to say why that is.  I just think that’s a very strange way of marketing 
yourselves.  You know, you’re a service like any other and you need to be able to 
promote a reason to buy and a differentiation that they find very, very difficult.  And I 
think that’s something that the consultancies need to get better at.” 
In some respects this point may be deemed irrelevant since so much of the information 
provided by respondents was slanted towards the personal, the subjective and the 
value-driven.  There seem to be a contradiction in that there are clear reasons for 
buying a ‘brand’ yet good engagements are accepted as being a result of the quality of 
the people rather than the quality of the firm.  However, since the ‘branded firms’ seem 
almost interchangeable, it does appear that a structured approach to personalising the 
consulting offering, such as the proposed Customisation Blueprint, could provide a 
strong commercial differentiator. 
“Ultimately consultancies are people, so whether it’s a blue chip top five or a mid-range 
firm I’ve still had examples of good people within them and bad ones, and part of the 
client role is to know the difference.”  (UT1.2) 
So it would appear that despite rules and regulations intended to embed clarity and 
objectivity into the activity of choosing consultants, the actual process involves client 
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tacit knowledge ‘encultured’ into the buying organisation, to use Morris and Empson’s 
terminology (Figure 4-2, p49).  The implied subjectivity, documented and discussed as 
part of the scoring criteria, is perhaps more attributable to the social ties and 
institutional settings that are an integral part of social network theory (Table 3-1, p41) 
and about shared operational relationships as Staughton and Johnston (2005) found.  
Figure 6-8 encapsulates the process of choosing, which occurs during the buying 
process. 
 
Figure 6-8:  The Choosing Process (Author, 2013, emerged from the research findings) 
What really seems to matter to clients is whether consultants offer:  
“a marriage of convenience rather than a marriage of intent.”  (UT1.1) 
If it is a marriage of intent then the likelihood of needs being met is higher for all the 
reasons discussed about consultants caring, collaborating, listening and responding. If 
the work goes well, as FS3.1 said, ‘it feels good’.  When due processes have been 
followed, nothing is outstanding, completion is real not just related to elapsed time, 
then it is fair to say needs have been met.  There is a distinction between this and 
‘getting what was asked for’ because of the recognition that once embarked upon, 
dynamics may change as work progresses and what was asked for may not remain 
quite so pertinent.  In this regard, both UT1.5 and UT2.2 talked about the contract 
being put in a drawer.  The former to say it should not go in a drawer but be used as an 
operating manual for a project, a light-touch control acknowledging the time and effort 
spent on developing the brief and the specification in the first place.  The latter’s 
opinion appears diametrically opposed: 
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“I think where we’re buying people we’re looking for flexibility, we’re looking for people 
who, once you’ve drafted the contract the contract goes away in a drawer and it’s a 
joint effort” 
Actually both are saying that when something is working well there is no need to invoke 
the higher authority of a legal document.  When that happens, both parties know it is 
probably better not to continue, although sometimes they do battle on for a while before 
cessation is declared. 
6.3.6 Communication and Improvements 
An early draft of the deliverables can set the scene for the way of working together.  
Clear early communication “goes to the heart of the confidence you have in what they 
are doing” (FS3.3), forming so much of a consultant’s credibility.  Linked as much to an 
approach as to a way of transmitting a message, good communication underlines a 
consultant’s quick understanding of the salient points of the context they have 
uncovered or the recommendations they are making and the fact that they are clear 
and structured thinkers.  The epitome of a good interpersonal skill, effective 
communication is also a technical competence.  Time and brevity were repeatedly 
mentioned.  FS5.3 and IHEA1.1 used the phrase ‘call a spade a spade’ explaining how 
they exhorted consultants to communicate often, openly and in a way that makes 
sense.  Verbosity is disliked.  Clear and concise messages are the order of the day.   
“No-one has time for overly engineered, overly architected, overly evolved status 
updates that take four hours…don’t’ be overly precious.  Tell me what I need to know in 
ten minutes or less and what the potential implications of that are” (IHEA 1.3). 
“Points awarded for brevity” says UT1.1, also wanting clipped, to the point and punchy 
messages.  Anything unnecessary is for the recycling bin, especially glossy brochures 
and slide packs.  The exception is Germany, where detailed documentation to 
complement presentations is culturally mandatory.  Even so, it is about being kept in 
the loop thoroughly and emphasising “the human topic and human business” of the 
work (UTGER1.3). 
Despite the vagaries of choosing and working with consultants, when asked what they 
would change about working with consultants the unanimous response was to look 
internally.  A challenge for consultants was how to keep current and not get isolated 
from business because they do not operate in it on a daily basis (FS3.5).  Otherwise, 
buyers talked about wanting to improve how they developed their specifications, how 
they briefed consultants, how they evaluated the process and the outcomes, and such 
like. 
“I can’t ever think of a case where we’ve thought of the consultant as the reason why 
we’re on the wrong track” (IHEA1.4). 
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Even for failed projects, buyers believe it is because they bought the wrong services or 
were unclear at the beginning what the success criteria were going to be.  The overall 
impression was sympathetic to consultants.  Consultants are dependent on client 
organisations setting the right conditions for good work, and sometimes that is 
deficient. 
6.4 Chapter Summary 
This chapter presented the process of data gathering and its analysis.  It captured 
individual experience and perspectives on how organisations buy consulting services.  
It reported what matters to clients when they buy consulting services and their views on 
what consultants do and how they do it.   
The initial coding was developed from the literature review.  The descriptive coding 
emerged from reading and re-reading the interviews, identifying individual opinions and 
ways of describing the process.  An analysis of the descriptive coding was then carried 
out, grouping areas that appeared to refer to similar situations and ideas.  The analysis 
process reduced the number of codes from 115 absolute codes to 3 analytic codes – 
Ways of Knowing (WOK), Ways of Working (WOW) and Ways of Being (WOB).  These 
analytic codes provide the basis for discussion of the inferences from the raw data in 
Chapter 7.   
Exploring the data according to the areas outlined in the questionnaire revealed that 
those codes emerging from the Triggers and Validation questions elicited internally-
oriented responses.  The business need and how it was justified appeared to centre 
largely on knowledge and resources that consultants are deemed to possess.  
Participants were in the main discussing conversations, issues and processes pertinent 
to their organisation and their role.  The consultant requirement was expressed in 
terms of their Ways of Knowing.  
Ways of Working and Ways of Being came to the fore when respondents were asked 
about Expectations and Requirements.  Responses were much more personally-
focused.  The more abstract aspects, such as being able to work well together, liking 
someone and knowing their needs would be met were discussed.  Expectations were 
expressed more around how clients expected consultants to work rather than specific, 
tangible tasks and outputs.  Requirements, similarly, were more around the consultant 
approach, how consultants applied their knowledge to the given client issue to make 
clients think differently and feel that the work was for them and their needs.  The data, 
when analysed from the perspective of these questions was found to contain 
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descriptions of a situation, or process, as well as references to a number of specific 
behavioural characteristics, or attributes.  In order to try and better understand what 
matters to clients both process-oriented and specific labels were assigned to sections 
of data.  Consequently, composite codes and discrete codes were identified.  For 
instance Expectations – Favourable contains the idea of knowledge transfer and being 
able to work well with someone.  The code ‘Personal characteristics’ incorporates 
expressions of the idea that personal characteristics are important since “people buy 
people” and those characteristics as they were listed.  The label ‘can work well with us’ 
contains identifiers which are listed as discrete codes also.  In this way, importance has 
been able to be layered, to pinpoint key themes overall as well as key themes 
pertaining to specific aspects. 
The ‘Experience’ section of the questionnaire further reinforced the importance of 
feelings and perceptions, again eliciting Ways of Working and Ways of Being.  
Respondents continued to discuss characteristics which made them feel comfortable, 
such as being able to get on with someone, alongside a well-run project which 
delivered the contracted outcomes.  Clients consistently expressed how it was 
important to feel that their issues had been tackled in a constructive and contextualised 
manner.  They wanted, and liked, to feel that the consultants who worked with them did 
so almost as a labour of love.  Whilst many acknowledged the commercial reality, for 
either party, it was not a main feature about interacting together.  Respondents 
explained how working well together, and enjoying it, rather than feeling that they were 
part of a bigger money-making picture left a better impression, a sense of well-being 
and a feeling of shared success.  This helps them think in terms of relationships and 
not transactions, since clients, like consultants, seek long-term relationships. 
Interpretations as to what this means differ however.  Consultants see a long stream of 
work and continuous engagement.  Clients seek knowledge of their company, of them 
as individuals and knowledge from elsewhere, and, most importantly, made applicable 
to them.  Demonstrating these characteristics makes clients feel consultants 
understand them and their company, makes them feel they can work together and 
makes them feel listened to.  By identifying core values and personality features 
(Figure 6-7) that they seek in consultants, it was possible to understand that 
‘chemistry’, ‘cultural stuff’ and ‘gut feel’ whilst intangibles nevertheless had distinctive 
behaviours attributable to them.   
This has implications for the way consultants approach their clients and apply the 
knowledge for which they are hired.  WOK is taken-for-granted.  It is one of the reasons 
consultancy is bought.  Clients expect proprietary tools and methods to be applied to 
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their organisations.  They also expect insights from their and other sectors.  WOW and 
WOB are the levers consulting firms can use to influence choice in their favour.  Not 
unreasonably, given that they are seeking help, clients want a solution for a particular 
problem they are experiencing in their organisation.  Approaching the problem in a way 
that resonates with the client helps them recognise the suitability of a consulting firm.  
Ways of Working incorporates the manner in which work is carried out, the motivation 
behind it and the style.  It covers both the consulting organisation and the consultant, 
whose core values epitomise the firm in the eyes of the client.  Ways of Being refers to 
the calibre of staff, regarding the way they project themselves as individuals and towards 
the client.   
If and how consultants can engage with this in a meaningful way that will bring better 
outcomes for both parties needs to be explored.  The concept of a Customisation 
Blueprint appears a suitable vehicle through which consulting firms can structure their 
interactions and responses to client requests to respond directly rather than generically 
to client needs.  At the same time, the structured approach suggested would continue the 
trend for repeatable, efficient and leverageable processes consulting firms need to 
maintain profitability in a tight trading environment. 
Table 6-2 shows how the multiple perspectives acquired from the interviews were 
interpreted and aligned to enable analysis and comparison.    
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Initial Coding Descriptive Coding Coordinating Mechanism Analytic Coding 
Triggers 
 
 Business Need 
 Ad Hoc 
 Planned 
 Done it elsewhere 
 Extra pair of hands 
 Independent input 
 Legitimising  
 Specialist knowledge 
 Governance routines 
 
 Practice participation 
 
Ways of Working 
 
 
Ways of Knowing 
Validation 
 
 Structured 
 Authorisation 
 Business Case 
 Governance 
 Scoping 
 Unstructured 
 Discussing 
 Internal networking 
 Justifying 
 Questioning within the 
organisation 
Values and Beliefs 
Procurement 
- Framework  
- Fee Arrangements 
Reputation 
Track record 
Vetting  
Worked with them before 
 
 
  Routines 
 
   
 
 Norms and Cues 
 
 Process Control 
Participation Identity 
 
 
Ways of Working 
 
 
 
 
Ways of Being 
 
 
 
Ways of Working 
 
 
Ways of Being 
Expectations 
and 
Requirements 
 Requirements  
- Formal  
        Brief 
        Contractual 
-contract 
Not keeping promises 
Confidentiality 
Curiosity 
Creativity 
Challenge  
Changes to scope 
Collaboration 
Flexibility 
Tenaciousness 
Customisation 
Deliverables 
Exam question  
Analysis 
Needs met 
Process  
Requirements:  
 Outcomes  
-  Getting what we asked for 
- Knowledge transfer 
Industry Insights 
Can work well with us  
Arrogance 
Attitude 
Credibility  
Enthusiastic  
 Informal Requirements: 
- Consultants invest time 
in a relationship 
- Consultants invest 
money in a relationship 
 
 
 
 
Process Control 
 
 
 
 
Process Development 
 
Processes and 
Standards 
 
 
Process Knowledge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Customer Skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ways of Working 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ways of Knowing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ways of Being 
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Initial Coding Descriptive Coding Coordinating Mechanism Analytic Coding 
Experience  
- Enjoyable 
- Frustrating 
- Ridiculous 
- Slog 
- Unpleasant 
Listening  
Responsiveness 
Choosing  
 Turn-Offs 
- Approach -  Dislike  
 Winning Scenarios 
- Approach – Like 
Expectations  
 Favourable 
 Hostile 
 Preconceptions 
Honesty  
Take for granted 
Meet the team 
Brand- Consulting 
Brand – Client  
Loyalties 
Sell-On  
Understand our company  
 
 
 
 
 
Behavioural cues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social relations 
 
 
Identity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ways of Being 
Experience 
Confidence  
Trust  
Personal characteristics 
Liking someone  
Job Interview 
Subjective 
Get on with 
Pre-Experience 
Failed projects  
Expansion 
Uncomfortable 
 
Attitude and 
Behavioural cues 
 
Practice participation 
 
 
 
   Ways of Being 
 
 
 
    Ways of Working 
Communication 
Flexible 
Open 
Vital 
Timely 
Communication 
 
    Ways of Working 
Improvements 
Avoidance  
Crutch 
Reliance  
Reflection  
Evaluation  
Feedback  
Governance Process  
Process 
Review 
 
Practice 
 
 
Governance Routines 
 
 
 
 Ways of Working 
 
Comment-Observation 
Risk  
Size  
Size of Spend 
Social Relations 
Commitment 
Ways of Being 
Table 6-2:  The raw data conversion process (Author, 2013 based on the data developed) 
Chapter 7 discusses the findings in greater detail, and considers the implications for 
consulting practice.  It uses the analytic coding to consider the feasibility of piecing 
together components for a Customisation Blueprint to help consultancy firms better serve 
their clients, and how this could look.  The evidence appears to point to enough similarity 
amongst participants to make possible the development of a Customisation Blueprint. 
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 DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATION OF FINDINGS Chapter 7:
Historically, as reviewed in Chapter 2, relationships were built on social capital and shared 
background.  Experienced consultants built the relationships while the more junior staff 
followed templates and carried out the work.  This optimization of skillset, knowledge and 
experience served the industry well, as Figure 2-4 (p18) and illustrates.  The objective of 
the research questions (Appendix E) was to find out what clients perceive to be good, bad 
and missing from their interactions with consultants.  The intention was to find out whether 
the existing ways of operating remain valid or do clients want something different.  The 
results discussed in Chapter 6 signal strongly that the historical model is no longer a 
feasible option for consultancy firms.  This has implications for both consultant and client.  
Seeking to establish broader conclusions about the feasibility of developing a 
Customisation Blueprint so that consultants can better serve their clients, this chapter 
draws upon the implications from the findings as well as the theory examined in Chapters 
3 and 4. 
7.1 Discussing, Designing and Deciding  
As outlined in sections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2, organisations engage in a variety of activities 
before they hire management consultants.  Following the identification of a business need 
requiring consultant input much discussion takes place to justify the suggestion.  
Managers use a variety of approaches when designing the proposed intervention.  
Ultimately the approaches converge in the execution of a relatively standard purchasing 
process across all participating organisations.  This is likely to be because of the 
combination of the legislative requirements put in place following the Enron scandal and 
epitomised by the Sarbanes-Oxley Act as discussed in section 2.4.1 (p16), and EU 
procurement regulations which apply to regulated industries as discussed in section 6.3.2 
d (p110).  Figures 6-5 (p111) and 6-5 (p114) depict the processes respondents outlined 
for establishing framework agreements and the subsequent procurement of specific 
pieces of work.  Complying with regulations leaves little room for creativity and 
differentiation.  Deciding which firm is the most suitable is a different matter.  Choosing is 
a continuous process.  From inception of the idea to final ‘beauty parade’ presentations, 
the vagaries of personal perception feature strongly, as shown in Figure 6-8 (p123).   
7.1.1 Discussing 
Four clearly defined categories appear to explain why the ‘buy’ route is being considered.  
The reasons are explained in Table 7-1, whilst Figure 7-1 shows the weight of opinion for 
each of these categories, taking the total participant population. 
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Reason Definition 
Expertise looking for knowledge they do not possess, be it “knowing-how” or 
“knowing-what” 
Externality  looking for an external perspective, be it geography or industry 
Extension looking for an injection of  extra resource 
Endorsement looking for a decision to be legitimised or de-personalised  
 
Table 7-1:  Why companies buy consultants (Author, 2013, emerged from the research finding 
 
Figure 7-1:  Distribution of reasons why companies buy Consultants (Author, 2013, based on the 
research findings) 
These findings differ from Czerniawska’s (2006b:9). She identified people, process, 
persepctive and politics, the distribution for which is shown in Figure 3-3 (p38).  Table 7-2 
shows the differences between this research and hers and is followed by a more 
comprehensive discussion. 
Author’s findings (2012) 2006 Findings (Czerniawska, 2006b) 
Expertise 36% Process  17% 
Externality 25% Perspective 31% 
Extension 24% People 48% 
Endorsement 15% Politics 4% 
Table 7-2: Research findings comparison 
Although the categories are different, the explanation of the categories Czerniawska uses 
can be compared with the categories arrived at in this research.  Participants in this 
36% 
25% 
24% 
15% 
Expertise
Externality
Extension
Endorsement
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research considered specialist skills and knowledge of proprietary methodologies as  part 
of a consultant’s expertise.  Specialist skills and knowledge in the main were focused on 
‘time compression economies’, with participants stating speed and quality of delivery were 
foremost considerations for the majority of projects undertaken.  In the Czerniawska 
research skills were combined with an extra pair of hands – extension in this research.  
However, with the categories combined, the results appear aligned, with 60% responses 
in Figure 7-1 and 65% in Figure 3-3 (p38).  Between 2006 and 2012 those reasons 
appear to have remained relatively stable, assuming a similarity in the ‘extension' 
category.   
Nevertheless it is possible that  ‘extension’ is a more talked about category now given the 
post-2008 credit crunch environment and confirms structural change and organisational 
downsizing to cut costs.  As UTCHI1.3 actually stated, and others implied, the operating 
model now hinges on effective external support.  How realistic the cost cutting is then 
becomes a moot point, as noted by FS1, FS3 and UT2.  What is explained by this 
development is the continued reliance on specialist skills and methodologies, which most 
buyers see as enhancing speed and quality of delivery when the consultants do a good 
job.  This also reinforces Alvesson’s (2011) premise that organisations use the market 
rather than employment for managerial and administrative labour as much as signalling 
the need for advanced expertise. 
An independent or innovative approach scored 31% in Figure 3-3, and 24% here.  
McKenna (2006) avers consultancy differs from historical advisers because it provides 
commercial and operational not political advice (p10).  Yet the greatest change is in what 
respondents described as endorsement and Czerniawska, also writing in 2006,  labelled 
politics.  It would appear that commercial and operational advice can be used for political 
gain after all.  Although a direct comparison with Czerniawska’s work is not possible since 
innovative approach could also be interpreted as belonging to a proprietary methodology, 
it is possible to draw some parallels.  It may be that this use of consultants has increased 
threefold due to increased regulatory activity in the post-2008 credit crunch climate, where 
companies look to consultants for independent assurance.  However, the possibility 
remains that clients may use consultants for their own personal legitimation as Alvesson 
et al. (2009) and Sturdy (2011), amongst others, suggest on p38.   This latter would tie in 
with the view that managers with fat budgets and limited capabilities find consultants an 
attractive option, as pithily expressed on p110.  Either way, there is little significant 
change in why companies buy consultants.  Based on the evidence, it would also appear 
that little can be done to prevent ‘Endorsement’ being used in a less positive way. 
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In the development of management consultancy, outlined in Chapter 2, McKenna 
(2006:70) observed that consultants’ roles had become institutionalised.  He claimed that 
the presence of management consultants has become a part of the corporate routine, and 
their work a natural part of a client organisation’s existence.  Two factors from this 
research confirm this view.  The fact that organisations have established framework 
agreements, and all the work entailed in setting them up, maintaining and renewing them 
systematises consultancy within a business.  This brings into question the claim discussed 
in sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3 (p34-39) that consulting is an ad hoc purchase and buyers 
have little commissioning experience (Patterson, 2000; Armbrüster and Glückler, 2007).  
In fact, buyers have a wide experience of commissioning at both a corporate and a 
specific intervention level.  Commissioning is both formal and regular, as evidenced by the 
processes outlined in Figure 6-5 (p111) and 6-6 (p114), and by the growth outlined in 
Chapter 2.   
Moreover, headcount reductions appear to further embed the use of consultants and 
highlight the requirement for the specialist skills and knowledge they bring.  That client 
operating models now seem almost reliant on consulting input would appear to contradict 
the claim of a zero-based approach to buying consultancy services stated in section 6.3.3.  
Perhaps consulting is not as easily expendable at the whim of clients as Kitay and Wright 
(2007) have stated in section 3.3.2 (p34).   
7.1.2 Designing 
Client whim, or curiosity as to how a problem is best articulated and a how a solution 
could work, leads to a variety of approaches being adopted when developing a 
consultancy brief.  Inevitably, discussion will take place internally. Depending on the size 
and nature of the possible project stakeholders may be involved in the discussion.  
Working parties may be convened to develop a broader consensus or deeper insight into 
the issue.  Consulting firms are involved in two ways at this pre-concept stage.  Firms are 
directly approached and asked what they know about a given topic.  On occasion, 
managers send requests for proposals (RFPs) to selected companies from the preferred 
supplier list (PSL) to obtain views of how the issue can be interpreted and possible 
avenues for resolving it.  How these instances are handled is important.  Recognising 
specifics and responding accordingly signals ability and commitment.  Paraphrasing 
Armbrüster and Gluckler (2007) from p39, this is the consultant’s first opportunity to 
develop credibility and a sense of satisfaction in the customer; a real chance to create or 
enhance a reputation.  As Prieto and Easterby-Smith (2006) point out, relationships need 
time, commitment and energy.   
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This thinking aligns with the Service Experience literature (section 4.3.2f, p72) where it is 
argued that any positive interaction leaves indelible impressions of customer-unique 
value-add.  Since much of section 6.3.4 (p115-119) outlined client expectations of tailoring 
and a strong antipathy to ‘vanilla’ services, using this initial foray for information wisely 
could stand the consulting firm in good stead.  As Pine and Gilmore stated in 1999, 
customers want exactly what they want, not menu options from which to choose.  
Consultants contributing and collaborating with articulating customer preferences and 
needs at this early juncture conveys interest and authenticity.  It also noticeably avoids 
standardisation, which is vital according to Berry and Carbone (2007) and Coltman and 
Devinney (2013).  This initial involvement with the client’s own sense-making helps de-
commoditise a consultancy.  Such up-front ‘giving’ shows a willingness on behalf of the 
consulting firm to take a long-term view and to put the client first.  Done well, it implies the 
firm is customer-driven with a focus on customer service.  Done by rote, it is already 
signalling to the potential buyer that the direction is one in which they will not wish to 
travel.  Either way, networked reputation is affected. 
Investment of this kind is expected by Financial Services buyers, as shown by the volume 
of responses in Appendix H.2 (p206).  The code “consultants invest time in a relationship” 
garnered the fourth highest number of references in Financial Services, superceded only 
by ‘relationship”, the aggregate code “approach – like”, and “communication”, all of which 
can be interpreted as being of similar ilk.  There is a clear link between this and the 
relational literature, in particular the work of Maister et al. (2000) which talks of developing 
the helping relationship and how this strenghtens both internal and external client 
networks and encourages referrals.  That ‘personal characteristics’ is in the top five codes 
for each sector (Appendices H.2-H.5, p107-110) provides further emphasis on the 
importance of the interpersonal skills Maister notes as key in relationship development.  It 
also highlights that systematically engineered pre-contract interaction demonstrating 
specific knowledge tailored to a defined customer problem is valuable to a consulting firm.   
Dependent on the responses, and on further internal conversations, organisations 
proceed to develop a formal specification, the tone and format of which depends on the 
estimated size of the proposed contract.  The nature of the content and style of the 
supplier responses potentially provides another layer of design activity.  Eventually, the 
specification is sent out to a shortlist of consultancies.  This process is in marked contrast 
to the relational literature reviewed in section 3.3.1 (p31-33), where Malhotra and Morris 
(2009) for instance state that it is the professional who diagnoses the problem.  The 
implication appears to be the specification is provided by the supplier, not the buyer.  The 
findings in section 6.3.3 (p112-114) do not support this view.  In section 3.3.2 (p34-36), 
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Fincham (2002a), Clegg et al. (2004) and Johansson (2004,) amongst others, describe 
consultants as using rhetoric and persuasive narrative to construct legitimacy.  Neither of 
these views does justice to client knowledge, skills and decision-making abilities.  Nor do 
they appear to acknowledge the valuable contribution clients say they get from 
consultants. 
7.1.3 Deciding 
Whilst logic provides the foundation for analysis and structuring of thought, however: 
“…the springs of action are essentially emotional and, in the exercise of decision, feelings 
are the ultimate force”   (Stafford-Clark, 1952:73) 
As such, as both Kitay and Wright (2007) and Sturdy et al. (2013) found in section 3.3.2 
(p34-36), the nature of choice inevitably means clients reject one firm in favour of another.   
When authors such as Eckerd et al. (2013), Polo and Sese (2013) and Urda and Loch 
(2013) discussed choice is determined by intangible factors, they implied an element of 
the unknown and of fickleness.  Figures 6-7 (p116) and 6-8 (p123) and the discussions 
around them show this not to be the case.  Whilst the choice factors are ‘soft’ they are 
identifiable and combinable such that they can guide a decision.  Figure 6-8 depicts the 
factors discussed when choosing from amongst firms and the scoring mechanism 
described by FS3, FS5, UT1 and UT4 acknowledge and formalises these intangibles, 
making them known.  Once factors become known, they become influencable.  Once the 
route of influence is identified, consultants should be able to follow it and to achieve a 
successful outcome.  In other words, approaching the problem in a way that resonates 
with the client helps them recognise the suitability of hiring that particular consulting firm . 
Systematic knowledge management, discussed in section 4.2.1 (p45-52) allows 
management consulting firms to stay current with industry practices and market 
information and enables internal knowledge distribution.  There are two disadvantages to 
this process.  Firstly, use of similar packages and in-house re-branding standardises the 
market.  Consultant movement between firms as they seek their own career progression 
compounds the transparency and standardisation of knowledge capture and transfer.  
Secondly, as has been made clear in Chapter 6, consultants do not systematically 
engineer their pre-contract interaction to enhance the customer experience.  They rarely 
demonstrate specific knowledge tailored to a defined customer problem and clearly 
articulate a resolution pathway.  This is evidenced by the strong sentiments participants 
expressed in section 6.3.4 (p115-119).  It also reiterates findings in research by Werr and 
Stjernberg (2003), Sun and Anderson (2010), Benazić and Došen (2012) and Furusten 
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(2013) respectively.  The authors stated that company processes and systems should 
align with client routines and relationships to ensure tailor-made solutions are genuinely 
provided to clients, and in a way that clients can recognise.    Unless a consulting firm 
becomes aware of all these particular points it will be disadvantaged by other firms who 
do understand they are necessary. 
Despite the assertion by Czerniawska (2002) in section 2.2 (p8), that brand was 
substitutable for formal accreditation and important for customer retention, the findings in 
section 5.5.5 (p127-131) indicate that being a ‘brand name’ consulting firm helps clients 
make the initial selection, generally from a PSL, as discussed in the preceding section.  
Clients are far more pragmatic in their reasons for using a brand firm, giving size, 
scalability, market visibility (for which probably ‘regulator visibility’ is a more accurate 
label), and a belief that they only employ highly intelligent, competent individuals.  It is 
possible that in the minds of clients this could equate to factors substitutable for formal 
accreditation were they to consider that at all.  Moreover, no-one mentioned that brand 
was important for retaining them as customers.  In fact, many examples were given in the 
interviews why an incumbent did not win a piece of work, sometimes even against buyers’ 
own expectations.  Customer retention is purely based on the strength of the response to 
the problem at hand.  Referrals are based on the last encounter with a firm, strengthening 
or jeopardising networks depending on the outcome. 
This would seem to be confirmed by the discussion on p122 where buyers resoundingly 
stated it is difficult to choose objectively between brands because they do not know what 
actually differentiates the various firms.  Buyers are unable to pinpoint a unique identifier, 
be it for skills or products.  Participants stated that even the firms’ websites failed to help 
in this regard and that the onus was on them to decipher the offerings and the quality 
amongst firms.  So, brand does appear to be an advantage when lists of which firms might 
be suitable are being compiled.  Obviously this disadvantages, but does not preclude, 
smaller or newer firms.  Once on the list though, what is important is the work that is done 
and who has done it.  As with all purchases in general then, it appears to be very much a 
‘caveat emptor’ situation.  In the absence of firms being able to promote a reason to buy, 
other than the amorphous ‘brand’, is it any wonder organisations resort to questions such 
as ‘do we like them?’, ‘can we work with them?’ and ‘did they answer the exam question?’ 
when they are deciding which consulting firm to buy?  The decision, as UT1.1 put it, boils 
down to whether the impression that the consultants want a marriage of intent rather than 
one of convenience.  The implication is that a marriage of convenience would soon lead to 
divorce, even though authors such as Boss and McConkie (1983) and Smith and Stewart 
(2011) have said consulting is like a marriage where divorce is not possible. 
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When decision-making boils down to these three subjective questions, then the belief that 
branded firms only employ highly intelligent, competent individuals makes it especially 
important for firms to tailor the individuals they are proposing for the work as well as their 
responses and offerings.  Because they work for a branded firm, individual consultants are 
deemed to possess the attributes in the middle column of Figure 6-7 (p116) which thereby 
simultaneously express the individual’s and firm’s approach to work.  As FS1.2 explained 
while justifying working with branded firms: 
“No-one got shot for hiring IBM.  Or McKinsey. You might lose your whole budget in the 
process but you won’t get fired for it”.   
Notwithstanding, a choice needs to be made from amongst the companies. Respondents 
repeatedly highlighted the subjective nature of choosing consultants.  Respondents were 
clear that feelings are used to pre-judge what will create satisfaction, as captured by 
Flanagan et al. (2005) in Figure 4-8 (p70).  This was evidenced in descriptions and stories 
by way of elaboration and example as well as by the number of subjective codes that 
emerged in the data analysis (shown in Table 6-2, p128-9).  Understandably, subjective, 
personal decisions will vary by individual. Nevertheless, decisions can be expected to 
have some commonality, based on managers’ mutual understanding of work and shared 
cultural ties borne of broader social relations despite being contextualised in individual 
experience.   
The way most organisations formalise this subjective decision-making is through the 
development and use of procurement processes, which take place at two levels.  Figure 
6-5 (p111) outlines the high-level procurement process which takes place every 3-5 years 
to establish a preferred supplier network.  Figure 6-6 (p114) depicts the buying process 
which takes place usually from amongst a selection of preferred suppliers.  However, as 
previously mentioned, for certain projects a full procurement exercise needs to be carried 
out and it is possible for consultancies not party to the framework to participate in the 
process.   
Figure 7-2 captures the main factors which influence how the decision to choose a firm is 
made.  In essence, being a preferred supplier is the order-qualifying criterion for a 
consulting firm and the business process takes a selected number of pre-qualified 
consultancies through their paces as regards conforming to client timings and 
requirements.  Succeeding at the order-winning criterion transpires through the subjective 
process.  The buying team discusses both aspects, and chooses the winner.   
138 
 
 
Figure 7-2:  Deciding influencers (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
Respondents generally spoke about the procurement process and the procurement 
specialists in terms of being helpful.  They described the process as providing 
transparency and clarity in a situation with potentially multiple stakeholders and multiple 
agendas. They also said the process was there to help them source, negotiate and 
contract in a manner conducive to their organisation’s interests.  Procurement’s core role 
is seen predominantly to be supporting the activity, and helping source, negotiate, and 
contract.  In this way participants underlined the strength of procurement professionals as 
their ability to consistently apply knowledge contextually.  Procurement processes are 
seen by the respondents as articulating tacit and explicit organisational knowledge, 
providing a common language, facilitating communication and fostering reflection on 
suitable choices. 
This reality is in stark contrast to the views of O’Mahoney (2010, 2011) and Sturdy et al. 
(2013).  They claim increasing use of professionalised procurement practices distances or 
limits an individual manager’s influence on a purchasing decision.  They also state that 
professionalised procurement practices for the specification of consulting work and the 
selection of consulting firms are not yet prevalent.  Yet of the 16 major organisations in 
this research, all of them adhered to organisational procurement structures, even those 
two who have no regulatory impetus to do so.  O’Mahoney further explains this is because 
it is said  procurement professionals over-specify the solution, have too great a focus on 
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box-ticking and an obsession with price rather than value (2011:16).  Again, this contrasts 
with the 60 respondents.   
The findings in Chapter 6 indicated that procurement is there to validate and to 
constructively challenge the stated requirement.  The respondents’ views are that 
involving a procurement department opens the approval process to others in the 
organisation thus making it possible to apply organisational knowledge rather than just 
issue-specific knowledge to the situation.  The belief is that the objective nature of the 
procurement process the discussion of individuals’ subliminal understanding helps 
rationalise the connections each made with the consultants and their work and shapes the 
collective scoring.  Respondents reported that rarely were they unable to agree, and 
indeed rarely were the individual scores significantly adrift.  When they were, robust 
debate tended to resolve the issue.  Failing that, authority prevails.  It is perhaps pertinent 
here to recall it was the two most senior procurement participants who openly stated that 
“it’s a heart-over-head call” (p120).  The rational process undertaken appears to remove 
overt bias as part of the transparent discussion about what is important when choosing 
consultants. 
To mitigate against the institutionalised competition, which a formal procurement process 
essentially is, highlighting a client-driven approach could help a consulting firm separate 
itself as ‘the best from the rest’ in the pre-contract situation.  It could also help provide a 
unique selling point, which clients have identified as sadly lacking amongst the larger 
firms. 
7.2 What Matters to Clients 
As explained in section 6.3.5 (p120-123) and discussed in section 7.1.3, the purchasing 
process is only one part of the act of purchasing.  Individual managers representing their 
organisations are involved in selecting the consultancy firm for the task.  Depicted in 
Figure 6-8 (p123), the reality is that the personal and intuitive comes to the fore.  This is 
partly a natural consequence of the fact that no matter what the industry, ‘people buy 
people’.  It is also almost an inevitable corollary to the difficulties organisations face when 
trying to understand each consulting firm’s unique proposition.  In the absence of that, 
buyers choose people they like, people they can work with, people they feel respond to 
them personal and to their organisational needs.  Again, the importance of personal 
characteristics is highlighted, as is an assumed link between them and the consulting 
firm’s organisational characteristics.  Repeatedly respondents made clear that what 
matters to them reduces to three things:  
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1. The capability of the individual consultants is important.  Their knowledge, and that 
this knowledge be demonstrated in a straightforward, easy manner 
2. An approach to work that makes the buyer feel 
a. they will get what they asked for   
b. issues will be dealt with promptly and sympathetically 
c. integrity and pragmatism are key features of working together 
3. The experience must be a pleasant one, creating an open and dynamic 
environment. 
This was identified in section 6.2 (p100-104) as Ways of Knowing (WOK), Ways of 
Working (WOW) and Ways of Being (WOB).  What managers seek and avoid within each 
of these categories, and how they recognise those features is discussed in the following 
sections.   
7.2.1 Ways of Knowing 
In section 4.2.1 (p45-52) it was established that for management consultancies knowledge 
management is a people and organisational challenge.  That consultants demonstrate 
current, relevant knowledge is paramount to buyers.  Consultancy firms themselves are 
seen as largely static organisations.  Buyers rely on the individuals who work for these 
companies to provide the determinant factor.  It is the individuals who bring to life the 
knowledge repositories the large companies are presumed to possess. 
As shown in Table 6-2, (p128-9), Ways of Knowing hinges around two mechanisms, 
practice participation and process knowledge.  Practice participation is the knowledge 
consultancies acquire through their networks, by carrying out all the projects they do and 
from the type of people they hire.  The intrinsic knowledge of these highly educated, 
motivated people contributes to and represents the assets of the firm.  Possessing this 
knowledge makes consultants intrinsically useful to organisations because constantly 
renewable knowledge of the wider business environment and how that is deployed and 
mediated by external market influences adds interesting perspectives to a management 
team.  Combining this and inherent management knowledge is the value-add respondents 
say good consultants provide them with.  Prahalad and Hamel (1990) and Bradley et al. 
(2011), amongst others, categorise this as the creation of new stocks of ideas and 
contexts.  The evidence confirms this makes knowledge an organisational asset for the 
client organisation, and therefore by association, the consulting firm.  Practice 
participation therefore encourages connections between facts and ideas, the sharing of 
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which actively creates new iterations of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s knowledge conversion 
spiral (Figure 4-1, p47).   
Nonetheless, the concern that staying current could be an issue for consultants was 
expressed.  Since consultants are not constantly involved in the turbulence of business 
changes as the client organisations are, they need to actively demonstrate practice 
participation in order to show how they add value.  Buyers avoid consultants who recycle 
their own knowledge, finding it the least attractive attribute consultants possess, as 
discussed briefly in section 6.3.4, (p115-119). 
Process knowledge derives from the in-house methodologies consulting firms apply on 
assignments. Methodologies incorporate how knowledge is captured, managed and 
disseminated internally and for external use, problem identification and solution tools, and 
analysis and governance techniques.  Consultants are seen as knowing what to do and 
how to do it.  This confirms findings by such as Alvesson (2001), Whittle (2006), Goodale 
et al. (2008) and Nikolova et al. (2013), discussed in section 3.2 (p26-30).  However, as 
already discussed in sections 2.4.2 (p17), 4.2 (p44-59) and 7.1.3 (p135-138) the 
increased use of IT to commoditise methodologies and consultants moving between firms 
diminishes the value of this particular aspect of a consulting firm’s contribution to a client.  
Replicability and standardisation devalue this offering.  Yet it is a taken-for-granted 
offering.  Moreover, without it consultants might feel vulnerable, relying as they do on 
powerpoint slides and in-house templates for their work.  Over-use can result in clients 
feeling as if they are the recipients of a ‘cookie cutter, pre-made project’ (FS1.3), 
something clients are unanimously against. 
Since clients seek both codified and un-codified knowledge they expect to have both 
applied to their context.  When both ways of knowing are applied to a client context then 
the client receives a solid knowledge base, a competent project team and ingrained 
business systems.  Clients want the successful combination of these characteristics.  
When it happens, it goes some way to demonstrate how a consulting firm can be 
construed as a hypertext organisation (Dalkir, 2011).  The implication for consulting firms 
is that they need to continually underline their ability to consistently apply knowledge 
contextually rather than by rote. 
7.2.2 Ways of Working 
Ways of working as captured in Table 6-2, (p128-9) include codes concerned with client 
organisations’ own routines, practices and controls as well as those pertinent to 
consultants.  Only the ones concerning consultants will be discussed in this section, since 
that is relevant to what clients want from the consultancies they deal with.   
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Ways of working are evidenced through the mechanisms of processes and standards, 
process development, process control and communication.  Practice participation, a 
mechanism used in ways of knowing as one by which knowledge was developed and 
disseminated, here has negative connotations to would-be-clients.  When discussing the 
experience of working with consultants, respondents identified aspects of practice 
participation they would rather consultants avoided.   Examples given were linked with the 
‘cookie cutter’ project analogy in section 7.2.1 which would usually then result in a failed 
project from the client’s viewpoint, due to routines and practices not being blended with or 
adapted to client needs.  Respondents feel uncomfortable when there is a lack of 
responsiveness in this regard, as they do with overt expansion of a project scope or a 
consulting firm’s overall remit with the client organisation.   
Clients expect the toolkits to be used specifically for their needs, linking ways of working 
with ways of knowing.  Adapting routines and knowledge and thereby creating a purpose-
made solution is what clients pay for.  One of the ways they know this is happening is 
through communications.  Formal communications are part of consulting governance 
routines.  Structured events, they inform stakeholders at appropriate level as well as client 
members directly involved in the projects.  This encourages a belief in the reliability and 
integrity of the service, as Goodale et al. (2008), Goldring (2013) and Nikolova et al. 
(2013) point out.  Informal communications are expected to be incident-specific.  In both 
cases, openness and timeliness are of the essence.  Consultants need to judge the need 
and the mode of communication to ensure the way of working is appropriate.  It is 
probably useful to remember that all but Germany see brevity as essential. 
The ways of working particularly important to clients were discussed in section 6.3.4 
(p115-119).  They relate to processes and standards, process development and process 
control.  Unsurprisingly, since individual consultants rather than firms are what 
organisations buy, respondents frequently referred virtually simultaneously to ways of 
working and ways of being.  Personal attributes are after all responsible for delivering the 
attributes of the firm.   The core values listed in Figure 6-7 (p116) are really what clients 
want and expect.  In Table 6-2, (p128-9) the codes grouped as ways of working in the 
Expectations and Requirements section refer to consultants’ ways of working.  They are a 
mixture of company-related and individual codes, emphasising the difficulties of 
separating them.  Whilst changes to scope are seen as inappropriate when consultants 
are blatantly seeking to extend their portfolio, when related to ways of working they are 
viewed favourably.  Clients accept changes to scope that have genuinely arisen from a 
project need.  Moreover, changes to scope in this regard do not necessarily lead to 
expansion – an important differentiator between the desired and disliked manifestation. 
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When exhibited by consultants, curiosity, creativity, challenge, flexibility, and 
tenaciousness intimate an interested, engaged approach to work.  They are related to 
process development.  This way of working is very much dependent on the individual 
consultants.  The more processes are developed in this way, the more likely the client will 
get what they asked for in the form of having their ‘exam question’ answered and a 
customised solution delivered.  These findings corroborate the work of such as Helfat et 
al. (2007), Carbonara and Caiazza (2008), McIvor (2009), Benazić and Došen (2012).  
These characteristics also demonstrate care and an active desire to enter into a helping 
relationship, evoking the key messages from Maister et al. (2000) and Maister (2003).  An 
important aspect for consulting firms to bear in mind is that these characteristics highlight 
substance rather than a reliance on tick-box conformance to process and governance 
routines, again emphasising a tailored way of working. 
Process control relies on the procedures and systems of the consulting firm being as 
developed and robust as the client expects.  They relate to the translation of the brief and 
the contractual arrangements, including the contract itself.  The way in which the 
consulting firm structures its response, who it puts forward in the team and the meetings 
throughout the process signal style and intent to the buyer.  As determined by the 
literature review and the study outputs, style and intent matter to buyers.  It gives them a 
sense of who they are dealing with and how working together might feel. 
7.2.3 Ways of Being 
 “I think we’ve finally recognised that there is no mathematical equation to selecting a 
partner.  A lot of it is done on gut feel” (UT2.2) 
“…it’s that person sitting opposite you, you’re staring that person in the face and in the 
eyes and whether there’s a fit, that’s probably a heart-over-head call” (UT3.1) 
These two statements encapsulate the sentiments of the majority of respondents.  
Throughout, respondent comments were mainly focused on the subjective and on the 
personal when they were not talking about specific business processes.  This is 
unsurprising when so much of the evidence points to homogeneity amongst firms, with the 
only real differentiator the proposed consulting team.  Features buyers seek are founded 
on identity, participation identity, attitude and behavioural cues, social relations, and 
customer skills.   
An interesting difference between identity and participation identity is that the former 
evokes behaviour clients prefer not to see.  ‘Loyalties’ and ‘sell-on’ are accepted as being 
important to a consultant because of consultants’ career needs internally within the firm.  
Yet it is not behaviour that aligns with a customer-driven approach (Armbruster, 2006; 
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Sieg et al., 2012; Fischer et al., 2014) nor with the views expressed by respondents who 
were clear that they knew when they needed consultant input and did not need to be sold 
to.  Participation identity on the other hand evokes positive feelings because the 
mechanism relates to features which resonate with buyers.  Reputation, through work 
done previously in the organisation, or for organisations within client networks is a positive 
feature, as is track record, which creates the reputation.  Vetting is partly done through the 
network of inter-firm relationships buyer organisations are involved in, and partly through 
considering what the consulting firm has done for them before.  The latter point raises the 
relevance of the pre-experience research carried out by Flanagan et al. (2005) discussed 
in section 4.3.2d (p69-70) which the evidence from the data confirms.  Respondents are 
more inclined to consider firms where the quality of any previous work, and the previous 
experience with an individual or company was good.  Recollection plays a strong role, as 
Cook et al. (2002) also found, but only snapshots.  Perceived quality, as Flanagan et al. 
(2005) found, does depend on the specific nature of the interaction between client and 
provider and is coloured by prior experience with that provider. 
Behavioural cues and attitude were identified favourably and negatively.  Behaviour 
signalling individuals, and therefore companies, to avoid includes forceful promoting of 
‘solutions looking for problems’ rather than listening closely to the stated requirements.  
Whilst buyers wanted the requirements to be listened to, they were not adamant that their 
interpretation was correct.  Buyers enjoyed and sometimes felt excited when consultants 
listened carefully and then suggested views the client had never thought of, or if the exam 
question was brought to life innovatively, be it in writing or in sales presentations.  
Differentiating from the ‘me too’ presentations shows not only interest in the client but an 
adaptability and energy applied to the work which clients are drawn to.   Buyers believe it 
shows a confidence in the consultants’ knowledge, a passion for their work and an 
independence of mind which is one of the key ways external input adds value.  As part of 
the virtuous circle being created, this builds trust and shows honesty.  Both characteristics 
identified as key in both relational and operations literature ((Maister et al., 2000; Richter 
and Niewiem, 2009; Giannakis, 2011). 
Social relations develop in several ways between consultant and client.  One way is an 
evolution of the relationship as experience is shared, for instance from pre-contract, 
through sale to operating a project.  Co-creating a shared reality is central to the 
successful execution of the consulting task and social interaction outside work contributes 
to its creation (Karantinou and Hogg, 2009; Chelliah and Davis, 2010; Polo and Sese, 
2013).  Many respondents said they expected ‘to go out for a beer’ with consultants, that 
working together would be ‘fun’, and that they expected to talk about non-work topics 
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frequently.  Social interaction becomes part of the working day and cements the 
interaction and joint working experience.  Consequently, it is important for consulting to 
get this combination right on as many assignments as possible, accepting it is probably 
unrealistic to succeed on all of them. 
Customer skills are important in all businesses but vital in a business as interpersonal as 
management consultancy.  A key way of showing a customer-driven approach is to 
ensure the team responsible for the sale is also going to be responsible for carrying out 
the work.  This provides continuity.  It helps cement social relations from early in the 
intervention.  Organisations understand that consultancies like to show their brilliant, 
charismatic salesmen with experience and panache.  Sometimes this may inadvertently 
back-fire.  FS1.2 gave an example to illustrate where a consulting partner led his team 
into the board room for a presentation and before sitting down helped himself to a biscuit 
from the sideboard where refreshments were available.  In this instance, the action was 
taken to be arrogant.  However, it could as easily have been an attempt to put those 
present, on both sides, at ease.  As it was, this simple act supposedly lost the consultants 
the pitch because their manner was interpreted negatively.  Clients like to see who will be 
‘on the ground’ with them.  They like to gauge with whom they will be working and how 
working together feels.  Clients also understand the concept of leverage, although they do 
not like the blatant use of junior consultants ‘experimenting and going up the learning 
curve’ at their organisation’s expense.  Perhaps consulting firms should develop a 
different approach to developing their junior staff, one more geared towards what clients 
want. 
7.3 Proposing a Customisation Blueprint 
 “…my experience of consultants over the years goes from a range of being really 
fantastic to bloody awful where they have to be sacked” (IHEA1.5) 
McKinsey’s ‘General Survey Outline’, for inexperienced consultants to follow, systemised 
client contact and report-writing.  Embedding working to a proforma was the first step in 
the journey of the commoditisation of consultancy services.  As Sendelbach et al. (2009) 
observe in Chapter 2, and the research participants note in Chapter 6, productisation 
continues as firms seek to create repeatable, efficient and leverageable ways of delivering 
their services in a bid to maintain profits.  Yet if clients are experiencing service ranging 
from excellent to appalling as so neatly encapsulated by IHEA1.5’s comment, then 
productisation appears to be failing in providing the requisite repeatability of quality 
despite the repeatability of product and process.   
The reduction of operational uncertainty and the increase in leverage through 
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commoditisation appears to have invoked the law of unintended consequences by de-
personalising the provision of management consulting services.  As discussed in Chapters 
2, 3 and 5, consulting is ultimately a personal service – ‘people buy people’ and the 
experience counts.  Clients accept that consulting firms are businesses with a profit 
motive, the same as any other business (p117) but dislike being treated as a commodity 
to which a commoditised service is provided.  Ironically, formalised procurement practices 
and framework agreements increasingly used by client organisations could be perceived 
by consulting firms as commoditising the purchase of their people-to-people services.  A 
more comforting view would be to consider procurement practices and framework 
agreements as a confirmation that the use of management consultancy has been 
institutionalised.  Evidence for this would be the fact that organisations’ budget cycles 
include consultancy spend, confirming that consultancy is accepted as part of the 
corporate routine.  It implies consultancy is a natural part of an organisation’s existence.  
UTCHI1.3 admitted their operating model hinges on effective external support.  The 
operating practices of the other participating companies appear to mirror UTCHI’s 
situation.   
An important implication for consulting firms is that therefore they are not really 
dispensable.  This contrasts with the work of Kitay and Wright (2007) and Sturdy et al. 
(2013) for instance who state consultants’ services are dispensable.  It would appear that 
in theory they are dispensable but in practice they are institutionalised, since they are part 
of long-term planning through framework agreements and the quotidian through the 
annual budgeting cycle.  The corollary is that the large consulting firms need not worry 
about pipeline as such.  Customer service, relationship development and, possibly even 
more importantly, developing a unique selling proposition (USP) should be prioritised.  In 
the absence of a USP, the key concern of consulting firms should be how to customise 
their offering to ensure greater success in the selection race.  Still pertinent though is the 
point that clients can reject one firm in favour of another as noted on p38 by Kitay and 
Wright (2007) and Sturdy et al. (2013).  Systemising customisation seems a strong 
enabler for reducing the apparent randomness of rejection during client selection 
procedures.   
Consultancy’s main asset is the knowledge generated by the combination of intellectual 
capital, proprietary methodologies and insights accumulated over repeated exposure to 
clients with similar problems.  The type of knowledge and how it is applied is important to 
the client context.  The findings from Chapter 6 confirm that managing knowledge in such 
a way that context rather than methodology is at the forefront of proposal development is 
a people and organisational challenge rather than a systems or structural challenge.  In 
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consulting, quality is situational not pre-defined, once again echoing the findings of 
Flanagan et al. (2005).   
Figure 7-3 depicts consultant and buyer activity during the client’s buying process.  
Considering these activities against Groonroos’s (2007) criteria of perceived quality (Table 
4-2, p64) misalignment is evident.  Groonroos determined that there were seven criteria of 
perceived quality, one of which related to outcome, one to image and five to process.  
They each had relational bonds, which were one of cultural, psychological, time, 
ideological or social.  Respondents perceive consulting activity as process-related, 
focused on conforming to and fulfilling the client selection process and trying to showcase 
their knowledge.  Groonroos states that the relational bonds for process criteria are 
cultural, psychological, ideological and time, depending on the specific quality criterion.   
However, Figure 7-3 shows only time appears to influence the suite of activities leading to 
the outcome.  It seems that timelines determined within that process by the client are 
treated as the pivot for all the relational bonds.  The circled activities are outcome-related, 
focused on the final tasks to complete and submit the proposal.  Again, this is related to 
time.  Yet Groonroos posits the relational bond for outcome is cultural, not time.  
Stretching interpretation, it could be supposed that the winning firm succeeded in making 
the relational bond cultural, hence the successful outcome.  In other words, the winning 
firm’s way of being and way of working chimed with the buyer’s, personally and with their 
assessment of what their business needs to achieve the desired outcome. 
Buyer activity follows two distinct streams, the steps within each indicated by the 
parallelograms.  The two blue lines, Shaping and Procuring, relate to business process.  
They are focused on the task of conforming to the needs and regulations of the business. 
Shaping, as discussed in section 6.3.3 (p112-114), can take a variety of forms, both 
informal and formal.  Informally, internal conversations and networking question and justify 
the suggestion.  Formally, corporate governance procedures are invoked, the level of 
which depends on the financial value of the work proposed.  Procurement is designed to 
be a formal, linear process with the intensity and duration subject to variation dependent 
on the specific project.  Carried out by commercial and technical buyers, their knowledge 
combines to ascertain the nature of the intervention and typically requires several 
iterations, contained within the blue oval.  As for consultants, the relational bond here is 
time.  Clients know when they need a project to finish and they develop a purchasing and 
execution timeline accordingly.   
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Figure 7-3:  A Process and a Communication Gap (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
The second client stream, Assessing and Choosing, depicted in green, relates to 
experience processes.  This was covered at length in section 6.3.5 (p120-123).  
Assessing is where the buyers consider the professionalism and skills displayed.  It is 
outcome-oriented and the relational bond is cultural, focusing on whether the exam 
question has been answered and if so, that it has been answered in a way which chimes 
with anticipated or desired outcomes.  Choosing has outcome considerations and brings 
together a number of relational bonds.  The psychological bond is a linchpin.  It concerns 
the attitudes and behaviour of the consultants, which if perceived adversely, results in the 
choice going against the firm.  Professionalism and skills are once again relevant, and 
buyers look for consistency of depth, approach and style between the written and spoken 
material and with their impressions thereof.  Buyers continue to seek a cultural bond here, 
coupled with consideration of social bonds, which, as explained on p64, incorporates old 
and recent experiences with the firm and builds a bridge to the relationship level.  Making 
the choice combines business and experience processes to secure the best available 
outcome for their organisation. 
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In sum, the consultants want to show their wares whereas buyers want to feel a 
connection, to them and their business.  This misalignment echoes Mohe and Seidl’s 
(2011) and Czarniawska’s (2013) idea of separate systems since for the client outcome 
and process are inseparable, as discussed on p28.  However, based on the evidence in 
Chapter 6, it is not a need for an independent contact system for communication that 
emerges but a more empathetic understanding of client issues, articulated in a way which 
resonates with clients.  Clients do not seek services from a company with a good 
reputation.  They seek solutions that serve their own value-generating processes (Richter 
and Niewiem 2009, Nikolovoa et al. 2009, Groonroos 2007).  Clients look for companies 
they feel are the best-fit to provide those solutions.  They look for an alignment with their 
ways and their thinking, whilst simultaneously seeking an injection of skills and ideas.  For 
this reason incumbents are not always successful candidates for new projects.  
Sometimes, as discussed on p136, despite the advantages of being onsite, understanding 
the client organisation and getting on with the client people, another firm is chosen.  This 
is because buyers’ views of relationship are coloured by how much the provider 
understands the issues, applies knowledge and insight to the issues and how a solution is 
created and presented.  Buyers choose purely on the strength of the response to the 
problem at hand.  As discussed in section 4.2.1 (p45-52), reflection triggered by method 
development is a key way of innovation (Werr and Stjernberg, 2003; Reay et al., 2013).  
Placed in the context of buyers’ needs, this kind of innovation appears to epitomise their 
understanding of customisation, whether genuine or perceived. 
Similarly, findings from research discussed in section 4.3.1 (p61-64) highlighted that the 
key for management consulting is to generate and refine individual skills in problem 
identification and client empathy.  Doing so creates the competitive advantage of 
possessing knowledge and skills to focus on client issues as quickly as possible (Gable, 
2003; Marsh and Stock, 2006; Donnelly, 2008). By demonstrating a direct customer-
driven focus consultants can positively impact each client interaction and consequently 
relationship (Benazić and Došen, 2012).  This reinforces Maister (2003)  and Dowling 
(2009).  They stated that interpersonal skills are key if the 3 goals of service, satisfaction 
and success are to be delivered (p16-17).  The need for alignment and balance between 
the three goals is confirmed, underlining the need for an understanding of customer 
perceptions as well as the technical features of the service processes, as shown in Figure 
4-6 (p63).   
How the service is designed matters.  Consultants must combine a high degree of training 
and diagnostic skills to create findings, communication skills to articulate 
recommendations and interpersonal skills to develop strong, lasting relationships.  How 
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the social interaction works is an important component of the client’s perception of the 
service.  Again the importance of each individual involved in delivering the service is 
highlighted.  It appears the human aspects of service delivery really do offer a source of 
competitive advantage.  On this basis, a systematic programme of ensuring and improving 
the experience clients have with a firm seems sensible.  Such a programme can be 
delivered by tracking client preferences, desires and requirements rather than tracking the 
procurement process and the steps in that.  It is this the Customisation Blueprint is 
intended to address.  Instead of seeking a separate communication system, the 
Customisation Blueprint is intended to encourage tailored solutions which demonstrate 
consultant listening and learning skills as well as showcase individual and organisational 
consulting knowledge.   
7.4 The Customisation Blueprint 
Schmenner’s (2004) theory of Swift, Even Flow (p63) holds that the more swift and even 
the flow of materials through a process, the more productive that process is.   In the case 
of consultancy, the key material is information.  For proposals and sales presentations 
information derives internally from proprietary methodologies, experience accumulation 
and capabilities to create organisational knowledge.  Externally, information derives from 
the specific brief provided by the client.   Gathering and exploiting organisational 
knowledge so that it is adapted and shared in a way directly relevant to the ‘exam 
question’ set by the client is productive for several reasons.  Firstly, it is a purposeful 
activity designed to promote efficient reuse and reconfiguration of knowledge bundles.  
Secondly, it discourages or avoids rework caused by recycling old information or standard 
packages.  Clients recognise the approach as directly relevant, and generally receive 
favourably work created in this way. 
7.4.1 The Principles of the Customisation Blueprint 
The Customisation Blueprint offers management consultancy firms a structured way of 
reconfiguring existing competences and creating new knowledge for innovation, 
reinforcing continual updating and applicability of knowledge configuration.  It is designed 
for use as a standalone tool but can also be deployed alongside existing sales and 
account management systems which most of the large branded consultancy firms already 
have.  If used alongside existing systems, it will complement them with the strong 
emphasis on the behavioural aspect of operations.  If used alone, the Customisation 
Blueprint structure provides for both operations and behaviour elements in the creation of 
a tailored response to a given client issue.  Working through the framework highlights the 
range of design choices, substitution concepts and mechanisms to help consulting firms 
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present their service in the best light.   
Combining the mechanistic with the individual process of knowledge creation and transfer 
facilitates the embodied and embrained becoming encoded and encultured (Figure 4-2, 
p49) for consultants and simultaneously drives solution-tailoring in a way clients 
recognise.  As Morris and Empson (1998) and Helfat et al. (2007) have stated, consulting 
firms benefit because of the replicable rather than idiosyncratic basis of knowledge re-
creation. Clients benefit because they experience a service and solution tailored 
specifically for them. 
The initial concept conceived in Chapter 4 (Figure 4-11, p81 and replicated below) 
outlined the intellectual and process considerations consultants might adhere to for the 
fulfilment of client expectations and requirements based on the findings and insights 
acquired from the literature review.  The ‘internal’ strand was intended to encompass 
steps in an overall knowledge management process concerned with extraction of existing 
intellectual and information capital, and reshaping that for optimum contextual exploitation.  
The ‘external’ strand was intended to concentrate on uncovering the underlying client 
issues and requirements.   
 
Figure 4-11:  Initial Conceptualisation of a Customisation Blueprint (Author, 2013) 
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Chapter 6 however highlighted a number of aspects not identified in the literature.  For 
instance, consulting services being embedded in client routines by the nature of their 
procurement and planning processes; and how clients perceive the strength of the 
relationship with consultants through consultants’ responsiveness, not through longevity.  
This alters the foundations of the client-consultant relationship, putting customisation at 
the heart of becoming ‘a trusted advisor’ (Maister et al., 2000).  In this chapter, section 7.2 
(p139-144) outlined what clients want from consultants.  This can be reduced to three 
characteristics: 
1. Competence  (ways of knowing) 
2. Core values (ways of working) 
3. Personality features (ways of being) 
From the findings, large, branded consultancies were perceived as recruiting people with 
these characteristics, the underlying detail of which are listed in Figure 6-7 (p116).  At an 
organisational level, as these clustered characteristics emerged from the interviews and 
were deduced from the analysis in section 6.2, (p100), they were labelled: Ways of 
Knowing (WOK), Ways of Working (WOW) and Ways of Being (WOB).  The problem 
arises when there is a mismatch between the desired and provided characteristics.  This 
can occur for a number of reasons, such as staff churn, most  readily available 
consultants or a focus on task not outcome which means the firm is possibly not even 
considering personality features and may also be taking core values for granted.  These 
three over-arching concepts represent what matters to clients and have been used to 
guide the further development of the initial conceptualisation of the Customisation 
Blueprint (Figure 7-4).  Intended for the use of consultancy firms, the framework draws 
from the work of a number of previous studies.  Each strand is briefly introduced here.  A 
full exposition follows for each in section 7.4.2 (p155-158). 
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Figure 7-4:  The Customisation Blueprint (Author, 2013 based on the relational literature and 
developed fully from the research findings) 
Ways of Knowing aligns itself with the work of Quinn et al. (1996) and incorporates some 
of the thinking from SchÖn (1991), Morris and Empson (1998), Werr and Stjernberg (2003) 
and Tywoniak (2007).  Quinn et al.’s (1996) premise, discussed in section 3.3.1 (p31) was 
that professional work commands a body of knowledge which operates at 4 levels: 
i. Cognitive knowledge (know-what) - WOK 
ii. Advanced skills (know-how) - WOW 
iii. Systems understanding (know-why) 
iv. Self-motivated creativity (care-why). 
This column encompasses the different skills and knowledge required for gathering and 
demonstrating organisational capability and relates to Quinn et al.’s ‘know what’.  To 
maximise impact, consultants must exploit the knowledge collectively held within the 
organisation.  This includes tacit and explicit knowledge.   
Ways of Being, the concept featuring most strongly in the interviews, again includes tacit 
and explicit knowledge.  This column concerns the client – what is known about them, has 
been done for them and so on.  Quinn et al.’s (1996) ‘know-why’ and ‘care-why’ are 
} WOB 
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paramount here, invoking understanding, empathy, flexibility and responsiveness.  
Influenced by Flanagan et al.’s (2005) Pre-Experience Concept (Figure 4-8, p70) this 
column also introduces behavioural operations requirements as revealed during the 
interviews.   
Ways of Working conforms directly to Quinn et al.’s ‘know-how’ and to the work of 
Staughton and Johnston (2005) shown in Table 4-1 on p62.  This central column is about 
the activity required to merge the left and right strands in a way that creates a winning 
service offering.  It is about ensuring the right parts are attached to each other in the right 
order and no extraneous parts are included.  The output is a combination of curiosity, 
creativity and customisation.  It demonstrates precision and conciseness, an ability to 
focus on the pertinent and relevant.  It also demonstrates the consulting firm’s 
competence and credibility to be the firm of choice to work with.  It builds client confidence 
in the possibility that not only will the deliverables be fit -for-purpose, the journey will be a 
pleasant one.   
Deploying the Customisation Blueprint demonstrates the consulting firm’s customer focus.  
To clients, or would-be clients, use of the Blueprint clearly signals how and where the firm 
can add value.  As UTCHI1.2 observed: 
“The good ones take time out to really understand what the exam question is, what the 
business drivers are and will voluntarily plug any gaps in the clients own armoury”   
The Customisation Blueprint guides towards this outcome.  It evokes the knowledge 
evolution cycle and Deming’s PDCA cycle shown in Figure 4-4 (p58).   It also emphasises 
interactions between people, systems and processes as advocated by Operations 
Management researchers.  It accepts that knowledge is a commodity and as such the 
principles of mass customisation can be applied in order to create a unique solution.  In 
line with the literature on Dynamic Capabilities, in section 4.2.3 (p56-59), adopting the 
Customisation Blueprint helps develop patterned organisational behaviour invokeable on 
a repeated basis using a common frame of reference.  Reconfiguring knowledge and 
people into new, situation-specific bundles modifies operating routines.  It also increases 
process knowledge, which extends capabilities and provides new leverage into the 
market.  By operationalising listening, learning about customers’ requirements results in 
client satisfaction through the ongoing management of an end-to-end process.  Bundling 
people, systems and organisation in pursuit of customisation improves responsiveness 
and internal effectiveness.   
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7.4.2 The Customisation Blueprint in Practice 
This section explains how the Customisation Blueprint can help create a tailored response 
to a given client problem. 
Regardless of initiating circumstances, the client brief is the starting point for sourcing the 
response.  A two-pronged approach permits exploration of internal systems and networks 
for technical and humanic, to use Berry et al.’s (2006) term.  The technical approach 
concerns Ways of Knowing and Ways of Working shaping information pertinent to the 
brief.  Ways of Being guides the humanic response for the client.   
i. Ways of Knowing 
The ‘Ways of Knowing’ column, elaborated upon in Figure 7-5, focuses on the 
practicalities that emerge regarding what consultants need to do to put together a full 
response to the client issue, or ‘exam question’.  The Figure also shows how working 
towards customising knowledge links to the research findings shown in Table 6-2, (p128-
9).  Full details of the links and the coordinating mechanisms are provided in Appendix G.  
It is paramount the consultants involved in developing the response for a piece of work 
demonstrate current, relevant knowledge.  Clients generally buy from the branded firms 
for the reasons outlined in section 6.3.5 (p120-123) but they rely on the individuals who 
work for these companies to provide the determinant factor.  Buyers expect those working 
on the bid to bring to life the knowledge repositories the large companies are presumed to 
possess.  They expect, if the ‘exam question’ is to be answered in full, to see evidence 
that the consultants ‘know what’ and ‘know-how’.   
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Figure 7-5:  Knowledge Customisation Considerations (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
Drill 
‘Drill’ activities involve internal data mining to acquire a complete picture of the internal 
capabilities pertaining to the kind of problem the client posed.  It is about gathering 
together as much information as possible in that area.  It requires translating the ‘exam 
question’ using proprietary knowledge and methodologies.  Ways of Working and Ways of 
Knowing are the key features.  Breaking the ‘exam question’ down into components 
makes it easier to compare aspects with other projects and to discuss with other 
consultants how similar situations were tackled.  It also makes it easier to identify any 
variations of understanding within the team which can then be definitively aligned before 
work takes anyone too far down a wrong track or dead-end.  Establishing such a level of 
clarity is instrumental in producing a precise and concise response, reinforcing to the 
client the firm’s responsiveness and analysis skills. 
Develop and Adapt 
 ‘Develop’ focuses on Ways of Working.  It requires a filtering of what has been unearthed, 
including which individuals possess the requisite capabilities and expertise.  The final 
stage, ‘adapt’, is the most important for customisation.  It combines Ways of Working and 
Ways of Being. Information is subjected to interpretive and conceptual flexibility so that it 
becomes a tangible, presentable asset.  By connecting ideas and facts to a newly-defined 
context, knowledge is shown in a new way and clients recognise the freshness. 
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ii. Ways of Being 
The Blueprint’s right-hand column, shown in Figure 7-6, relates to client-specific factors.  
The Figure also shows how actively exploring knowledge about clients, both at an 
organisational and individual level, links to the research findings shown in Table 6-2, 
(p128-9).  Full details of the links and the coordinating mechanisms are provided in 
Appendix G.  It requires looking within the firm for knowledge and insights about the 
buying organisation.  It is concerned with Quinn et al.’s (1996) ‘know-why’ and ‘care-why’.  
Knowing why shows an understanding of the client’s organisation. Caring why shows that 
the client’s best interests are at the heart of the work.  Even though buyer and supplier 
both know the arrangement is commercial, clients are looking for more than that since any 
consulting contract involves working together for an extended period of time, as noted in 
Chapter 6. 
 
Figure 7-6:  Client-driven Considerations (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
Much of the information required for this set of activities relates to Flanagan et al.’s (2005) 
Pre-Experience Concept (Figure 4-8, p70) because the answers to these questions all 
depend on previous perceptions of Ways of Being.  The firm’s internal integrity and 
reporting mechanisms also come into play here because if all records are written-up in a 
positive light, relationship complications and differences may not be recorded, or may be 
recorded inaccurately, and the same people or process issues could continue to arise until 
client organisations stop buying for a while. These considerations apply to client 
managers and individual consultants who have contact in whatever guise with the client 
organisation.  Whilst it is difficult to ensure the best-fit consultants are placed on 
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assignments, on the basis that clients so definitively buy people and not companies, the 
information gathered here and how it is handled could be the decisive factor for selection.  
Team selection should be geared to create an open and dynamic environment that makes 
working together a pleasant experience. 
iii. Ways of Working 
The ‘Way of Working’ column, shown in Figure 7-7, triggers the whole suite of activities 
required to respond fully to a client brief.  As explained in section 6.3.4 (p115-119), Ways 
of Working incorporates the manner in which work is carried out, the underlying motivation 
and the style.  Buyers witness Ways of Working through the mechanisms of process 
development, process control and communication in a pre-sales situation.  In operational 
situations processes and standards also enter the evaluation mix.  Clients expect 
proprietary methods and toolkits to be adapted into new routines and knowledge to create 
a purpose-made solution.  This links ways of working with ways of knowing, and its 
combination is central to what clients are buying.   
 
Figure 7-7:  The Response-Creation Process (Author, 2013, based on the research findings) 
Such a personalised way of working draws attention away from pricing as a factor and 
demonstrates a customisation approach embedded within the consulting firm.  Through 
communication, whether written or verbal, this creates and enhances feelings of security. 
It also goes some way to accentuating positive emotions and limiting negative ones.  All 
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this helps in the establishment of a common language to facilitate common assumption 
creation.  In turn a more positive selection environment is created for the firm working in 
this way, increasing the chances of being the winning firm. 
7.5 Chapter Summary 
This chapter considered the results discussed in Chapter 6 which strongly signalled that 
the historical model of client-consultant relationship was no longer feasible.  Changes in 
the client-consultant operating model have been evolving, as much due to progress as to 
altered practices.  Two important practice changes have come to the fore in this research: 
 Service commoditisation and workforce leverage continues in the consultant’s 
quest for profitability optimisation.   
 The one-on-one nature of interaction promulgated by those who view the 
consultant as a ‘trusted advisor’ is diluted by client professionalisation of 
purchasing practices.  
The research findings were considered against the theory examined in Chapter 3 in order 
to address the gap between consultant provision and client requirement.  This resulted in 
the development of the Customisation Blueprint.   
The implications arising from the discussion in Chapter 6 as regards deciding to engage 
consultants were discussed.  Whilst the reasons largely remain consistent when 
compared with the literature, the internal client process has changed.  An increasingly 
communal process, peers and superiors are involved in initial conversations and 
justifications.  This makes the process more transparent, which hypothetically could make 
the buying process more difficult for consultants, with perhaps greater demands imposed.  
However, the changing nature of client operating models has made consultancy less 
dispensable than previously identified, with many operating models hinging on effective 
external support.  This is good news for large consulting firms, as it removes some of the 
uncertainty around pipeline. 
On the other hand, the involvement of more people on the client side means more robust 
discussion around the nature of service provision and a stronger examination of any 
proposed approach and style.  Opening-up the debate to apply organisational knowledge 
rather than issue-specific knowledge only helps rationalise the choices and the final 
decision for clients.  This favours customer-unique value-add and is more prone to ‘vanilla’ 
services being identified.  Buyers want to see a consistent focus on a customer-driven 
approach.  They want to feel special and they want to feel that the sum of the whole is 
greater than its parts, so that they feel they have received value for money and something 
they could not have done themselves. 
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As much as buyers find homogeneity amongst consulting firms and struggle to find 
differentiators between brands, so client procurement processes appear relatively 
homogeneous.  There is no apparent difference whether they are regulated or 
unregulated businesses.  The main variable in determining the process seems to be the 
size of the engagement.  One of the implications for consultants is that familiarity with the 
process should free up time for reflection and creativity when developing bid responses 
which tight margins and the consequent greater pressure on fee-earning hitherto reduced, 
as discussed in section 4.2.2 (p53-55).   This slight freeing up of thinking time helps 
towards customising the response and therefore being more likely to be favourably 
perceived by buyers. 
Professionalised procurement nevertheless has not removed the personal, emotional or 
subjective aspects of buying consultancy services.  Much of the relational literature 
explored in Chapter 3 saw these attributes as intangible and therefore influenceable by 
dramaturgy and illusion.  The research findings ascertained that intangible qualities are 
identifiable and have distinct behaviours attributable to them.  Approaching the client 
problem in a way that resonates with the client helps them recognise a consulting firm’s 
suitability.  Buyers make an assumed link between personal characteristics and a 
consulting firm’s organisational characteristics because they buy or reject the individuals 
put before them during the selection process.  Those consultants individually and 
collectively epitomise the firm, underlying the importance of alignment in Ways of Working 
and Ways of Being with client expectations, particularly as stated on p142 since 
respondents frequently referred almost simultaneously to the two.  Socialising at work and 
out of work is an important feature of the client-consultant relationship, if only because the 
work is on client premises and over an extended period of time.   Such social interaction 
contributes to a successful work environment.  It cements the interaction and joint working 
experience and eases issue resolution when problems arise. 
The strong steer from respondents that ‘me too’ approaches and presentations were turn-
offs and that individual consultants made the difference between a buy or reject decision 
confirmed the feasibility of introducing a Customisation Blueprint.  The chapter concluded 
with outlining the principles and components of the Customisation Blueprint which 
demonstrates that it is possible to adopt a systematic approach to tailoring service design 
and demonstrate a customer-driven focus. 
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 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS Chapter 8:
This final chapter summarises the project findings in the context of the objectives specified 
in the introductory chapter.  The main contributions to knowledge and to practice are 
delineated, along with a summary of the key results.  Since no project is perfect, the 
chapter also discusses the limitations of the research.  Finally, as with most research 
projects, more questions than answers are generated so areas worthy of further 
investigation are suggested.  
8.1 Review of Original Objectives 
This study set out to establish what clients want from their consultants.  The objectives 
were to understand what matters to clients when dealing with management consultants 
and to communicate the results to consulting firms so that they can better respond to 
client issues. What is it about management consultancy, and about the make-up of the 
client organisation that fuels continued growth?  As such, the research question was:  
“What matters to clients as they buy consultancy services?” 
The question was deemed important for two reasons.  Firstly, there is a contradiction 
between a widely-espoused perception of consultants as charlatans and rapid industry 
growth.  Secondly, an understanding of the features clients seek from their consultants 
can be used to make the provision of consulting services more directly relevant.  It is this 
that the research output seeks to address, since much time and effort is spent by buying 
organisations and management consulting firms on the commissioning process.  In an 
environment where pressure continues to mount on profitability, it seems worthwhile to 
seek to improve commissioning outcomes, and indirectly thereby improve internal 
performance (for both client organisation and consulting firm) and external perception. 
The underlying premise of this work was that once what clients look for when choosing a 
consulting firm was more deeply understood, a structured approach could be developed 
for consulting firms to adopt when developing their service offerings for clients.  One 
feature of particular interest was to consider if being customer-driven implied a focus on 
good customer service and continuous improvement, particularly since growth hinges on 
customer satisfaction. 
Consequently, the second research question was: 
‘What can management consultants do to better serve their clients?’ 
This could only be answered once the findings from the first research question had been 
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established.  The aim was to develop a structured, systematic approach for consultants to 
more clearly identify and articulate client needs and thereby serve them better.  This 
systematic approach, a Customisation Blueprint, will enable management consultants to 
personalise responsiveness to client issues.  By simultaneously driving solution-tailoring in 
a way clients recognise, the firms which successfully adopt the Customisation Blueprint 
will see an increase in the number of projects they win rather than being the runner-up.  
An approach which guides activity towards greater fulfilment of client needs can help a 
consulting firm achieve sustainable growth in a continually evolving market where margins 
and customer choice create increasing operational pressures, and helps clients by 
facilitating their decision-making. 
8.2 Summary of Chapters 
This thesis is presented in eight chapters.  Chapter 2 explores the history of Management 
Consultancy, examining the factors that have shaped the industry’s growth.  It considers 
how the industry developed and the current pressures influencing its continued evolution.  
Chapter 3 presents a review of the relational literature, comprising the fields of Sociology 
and Organisational Behaviour.  Chapter 4 studies management consultancy through 
multiple Operations Management sub-sections.  Here, the constituent parts of consultancy 
are examined by exploring concepts such as knowledge, innovation, service design and 
delivery and customer satisfaction, providing the focus for an overall examination through 
a Behavioural Operations lens. 
Chapter 5 discusses the research rationale, explains the approach adopted, describes 
data collection and analysis methods, and highlights ethical implications and their 
handling.   The subsequent chapter presents the process of data analysis and the 
findings.  Chapter 7 discusses the implications arising from the analysis of the data and 
the consideration of the behaviours and processes described by participants with a view 
to developing a Customisation Blueprint.  It uses the evidence from the research as well 
as theory and findings from Chapters 3 and 4 to provide the detailed content which makes 
the Customisation Blueprint useable.  This leads to a consideration of the implications for 
practice, and the chapter discusses the impact for management consulting firms in 
adopting such an approach.  From this a Customisation Blueprint is proposed, and an 
explanation of how it works is provided.  Chapter 8 summarises the findings from the 
research, provides perspectives on this research’s possible contribution to knowledge and 
practice and offers some recommendations on areas for further research. 
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8.3 Overview of the Research Findings 
The findings were used to develop a Customisation Blueprint to help consultancies better 
serve their clients.   
Having explored what clients seek and avoid from consultants, a Customisation Blueprint 
was developed to help deliver better project specification and through that, enhanced 
customer service.  This study establishes the feasibility of a structured approach to 
respond to fluid and varied contexts in order to identify the spoken and unspoken factors 
which can help identify underlying client needs. 
Key conclusions are that: 
 Buyers have productised the procurement process, making it more formal and 
transparent 
 Buyers see ‘relationship’ in terms of responsiveness and value-add by project, not 
longevity 
 Consultants continue to commoditise their work 
 Consultants view a long-term relationship in terms of duration and financial value of 
account 
Based on these conclusions, it is necessary, not just useful, to structure an approach to 
tailor knowledge to a specific audience if the mutual, but differently defined, goal of long-
term relationship is to be achieved.   
8.4 Main Conclusions of the Research 
Nominally a discretionary service, consultancy has become institutionalised in client 
organisations as a result of operating models predicated on external advice and the 
existence of an infrastructure for formalised cyclical procurement practices.  The main 
issue for clients is seeking the right firm to work with.  Made more difficult by the absence 
of clear differentiators between firms and the presumption of technical competence, 
choice rests on intangible factors.  Feelings and perceptions are the deciding factors. 
Consequently, there are three key aspects for consultants to focus on.  Proprietary 
methodologies and knowledge derive from an internal focus.  A full understanding of the 
buying organisation’s culture and the personalities within that, including current and past, 
direct and indirect connections, requires a client focus. 
Ways of Knowing 
Individual consultants bring to life the knowledge repositories firms possess.  Knowledge 
hinges on practice participation and process knowledge.  Derived from networks and 
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experience, practice participation encourages connections between facts and ideas.  
Process knowledge is familiarity with the firm’s methods and controls for the identification 
and resolution of client problems. 
Ways of Working 
Related to process development, process control and communication, this aspect 
concerns the approach adopted.  Clients expect toolkits and methodologies to be adapted 
specifically for their needs.  They expect this to be communicated to them clearly and 
succinctly with evidence of how the purpose-made solution was created. 
Ways of Being 
Perceived quality depends on remembered snapshots of prior experience.  For this factor, 
attitude, behavioural cues social relations and customer skills are the critical success 
factors.  Continuity of contact and a sense of getting on and working well together are the 
features sought.  These features evoke positive feelings towards the outcome and 
expectations of enjoying the journey from sale to implementation. 
Customisation Blueprint 
Accepting that productisation will continue, this approach embraces commoditisation and 
provides checkpoints to ensure continued adherence to a brief rather than a veering 
towards boiler-plated templates.  As such it draws strongly from the principles of mass 
customisation by encouraging innovation through the reconfiguration of existing resources 
to provide tailored solutions. 
Developing a USP through demonstrating responsiveness, understanding and creativity 
by motivated, approachable people provides the client with a compelling purchasing 
proposition.  Systemised creativity can be used to consistently provide context-specific 
innovation. 
8.5 Contribution and Limitations of this Thesis 
8.5.1 Contribution to Knowledge 
The main contribution of this work is to Service Operations Management, and the field of 
Behavioural Operations. This research builds directly on the work of Flanagan et al. 
(2005) and Staughton and Johnston (2005) explicitly recognising the complex nature of 
design and delivery of a pure service in the B2B context of Management Consultancy.  
The consulting intervention typically takes place over an extended period of time on the 
client site.  Customers are a source and a receiver of competence and know-how, and a 
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component of their perception of the service depends on the social interaction that takes 
place during and outside the working environment.   
The work shows that service design needs to incorporate behaviour for high-
customisation face-to-face services which continuously require innovation.  Creating 
context-specific solutions to client problems in a structured way shows how innovation can 
be systematically incorporated into business development processes for consulting firms.  
In this way the work addresses the shortcomings of Service Blueprinting as regards the 
design of management consulting services because it provides for a deeper 
understanding of how customers evaluate the service process and its design.  This 
progresses the work of Hill et al. (2009) and Anand et al. (2009). The former explained 
how supplier’s sentiments needed to mirror those of the buying organisation’s members 
collectively, even though these are formed by subjective and idiosyncratic perceptions of 
obligations due.  The research findings suggest that consultants do not need to mirror the 
buying organisation member sentiments but should understand them well enough to be 
able to interpret them and provide alternative viewpoints that nevertheless create 
reference-points and recognition for the buyers.  The latter asserted that a continuous 
improvement infrastructure provides the organisational context for dynamic capabilities 
initiatives.   
Most previous studies in Dynamic Capabilities examined bio-technology, software and 
other relatively new, agile industries leading to concerns that looking at seemingly 
successful firms will inevitably confirm sustainable competitive advantage through the 
operationalising of new routines.  This research study integrates the study of an 
established industry with the study of creating and refreshing valuable, rare, difficult to 
imitate and imperfectly substitutable resources in changing environments to deliver 
greater customer satisfaction.  The development of a Customisation Blueprint addresses 
the issue central to the study of Dynamic Capabilities because the outcome is designed to 
augment the resource base through the focus on structured adaptation and application to 
new, generally one-off, situations.  It also highlights how a systematic approach to 
knowledge-generation modifies and extends internal resources to renew capabilities, thus 
contributing to the field of Dynamic Capabilities. 
A contribution is also made to the field of Organisational Behaviour.  Providing a practical 
framework for the application of process to behavioural indicators provides a new slant to 
this field, and helps open up the way for combined research within this area.  A structured 
approach to unearthing and satisfying behavioural aspects should help reduce some of 
the uncertainty in a competitive situation by providing buyers with strong evidence of a 
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personalised, context-relevant service design.  Additionally, this research project shows 
that in contrast to Mohe and Seidl’s (2011) and Czarniawska’s (2013) work, in some 
situations it could be more productive for a consultancy firm to develop a communication 
system and working approach which demonstrates the ability to be co-operative.  As well 
as helping reduce uncertainty, this indirectly builds trust, and simultaneously provides 
knowledge of customers and an ability to satisfy them.  Behaviour which involves and 
reassures clients begins the development of interim knowledge-sharing routines.  Whilst 
Mohe and Seidl (2011) and Czarniawska (2013) describe this as an independent 
communication system, in this situation it becomes more an alignment of communication 
and behavioural cues.   
This research is the first to attempt to study relational, intangible factors using a process-
focused Operations Management approach and to apply the principles to interpersonal 
behaviour rather to business processes.  The Customisation Blueprint that emerged from 
this research attempts to embed an operational response to market requirements, 
allowing performance improvement in line with market changes whilst emphasising the 
interaction between people, systems and processes.  Establishing connections between 
past actions, their results and future intentions and subjecting them to critical scrutiny with 
the intention of modifying according to immediate need corresponds operationally to 
Argyris’s (1982) concept of double-loop learning.  This helps clients receive better service 
from their chosen consultants.   
8.5.2 Practical Implications for the consulting industry 
Customisation is expensive.  Commoditisation helps consulting firms increase 
productivity.  From a client perspective, making a product repeatable and efficient 
devalues the consulting offering because replicability and standardisation reduces 
customisation and flexibility.  Respondents strongly felt customisation and flexibility were 
necessary attributes for consultants and consulting firms.  Adopting the Customisation 
Blueprint approach combines the apparently contradictory requirements by consulting firm 
and client organisation.   
Preparing proposals using the Customisation Blueprint provides consulting firms with the 
opportunity for ‘creative cognition’, something allegedly stunted by commoditisation and 
the erosion of ‘bricolage’ opportunities.  Azadegan et al. (2008) and Glushko and 
Nomorosa (2013) suggest this creates something radically new to an organisation through 
the participation of many whilst simultaneously providing independent, external validation.  
In this instance, external validation for consultants comes from outside the ‘bid team’ as 
the proposal is created, and from the buyer recognising the tailoring, creativity and 
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adaptation.  For consulting firms therefore, adopting the Customisation Blueprint helps 
develop repeatable patterned organisational behaviour using a common frame of 
reference.  Operating routines are modified by reconfiguring knowledge and people into 
new, situation-specific bundles, increasing process knowledge and extending capabilities.  
Bundling people, systems and organisation in pursuit of customisation improves internal 
effectiveness and external responsiveness.  Operationalising listening creates greater 
understanding about customers’ requirements results in increased client satisfaction.  In 
combination, this provides new leverage into the market.   
Customer retention occurs purely on the strength of the most recent encounter with the 
firm.  Perceived high service differentiation enables firms to maintain their own brand of 
competitive advantage.  However, clients see differentiation through the individual 
consultants they come into contact with.  They see differentiation coming from how well 
their needs have been interpreted and developed towards a solution they like.  The 
Customisation Blueprint is designed to help consultants optimise the meeting of client 
needs through the management of end-to-end processes.  Maddern et al. (2007) and 
Eisingerich and Bell (2008) for instance state this plays a crucial role in service 
differentiation.  The implication for consulting firms is that they need to continually 
underline their ability to consistently apply knowledge contextually rather than by rote.  
The Customisation Blueprint that emerged from this research recognises that a firms’ key 
asset is consultants’ knowledge and expertise and that this can be manipulated from 
within the boundary of a single firm thanks to a consulting firm’s network of other 
organisations which provide inspiration from different social systems.  The strength of 
unique, rare and valuable resources being used systematically reinforces inimitability and 
therefore goes some way to creating a USP for that firm – something respondents 
strongly stated as necessary.  Adopting the Customisation Blueprint enables this to 
happen. 
Despite all participating companies expressing a default position of not buying 
consultancy, this research has established that purchasing is neither ad hoc nor 
intermittent.  It is a permanent feature of organisational practice with an established 
infrastructure.  A long-term view is taken through the framework structure and the shorter-
term tends to be incorporated in the annual budgeting cycle.  This should provide 
reassurance for consulting firms, reducing uncertainty around pipeline and projected 
capacity management.   
However, the research also identified that relationships were viewed differently by clients.  
Clients see a relationship as dependent on the empathy, chemistry and sense of 
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partnership created in previous encounters.  They expect it to be mutually supporting 
rather than assignment-focused only, and enjoy when it moves from transactional to 
pleasurable.  Clients carefully consider the individuals they like to work with, who they 
‘match-off’ with, and who they invite to dinner.  They see the people first and foremost 
although they value the brand name that sits behind that.  Matching the style and 
background of the consultant is important to clients, and the Customisation Blueprint 
addresses this point through the guidance in the right hand column. 
In conclusion, clients like to see two key things from their consultants.  They want to be 
able to go to consultants and explain their issue and ask for suggestions of possible 
solutions.  They do not like being sold to.  They know when they need help and when they 
simply want a conversation, as part of the support a relationship should provide.  They 
also wish to experience an approach and receive a solution tailored to their style and their 
needs.  
The systematic approach to exploring buyer’s needs from a technical and functional 
perspective advocated by the Customisation Blueprint furthers the ability of management 
consultants to unearth clients’ psychological expectations which are intimated and not 
overtly made known, such as their preferred approach to problem-solving.  Used well the 
Customisation Blueprint should highlight the tailoring of content and people.  This can 
provide a USP, something respondents stated they wished consulting firms had. 
8.5.3 Critical Evaluation of the Research Methodology 
Methodologically this work adopts an interpretivist approach, concerned with the direct 
experiences of buyers and users of management consultancy.  It provides a 
comprehensive insight into what clients experience and how they judge consultants and 
their services.  It goes beyond the formal process steps and explores emotional, intangible 
influences to decision-making and the selection of consultants in order to more fully 
address the research question.  As such, a qualitative approach was the most suitable to 
adopt, given that the research was not seeking to unearth absolute truths.  Rather, it 
sought to critically explore the consulting phenomenon through the eyes of clients, 
subjecting social arrangements between client and consultant organisations to rational 
inspection whilst accepting that there is no such thing as objective knowledge, only shared 
knowledge.   
8.5.4 Limitations of the Research 
Whilst the research design tried to ensure this study was as comprehensive as possible, 
nevertheless a number of limitations do exist.  Firstly, despite the inclusion of non-UK 
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domiciled organisations, there appears to be a level of homogeneity in respondent’s 
comments.  This may be due to the fact that all bar 2 of the 16 participating companies 
are regulated industries (FS2 and IHEA).  Perhaps the inclusion of a non-regulated sector 
might have revealed a slightly different picture. 
Secondly, the definitions and explanations of the behavioural aspects important to 
consultancy buyers such as ‘gut feel’, ‘self-starting’, ‘proactive’ and ‘pragmatic’ could be 
open to different interpretations to the ones provided.  This might lead to a slightly 
different contextualisation of the findings and impact the implications.  It was also difficult 
to ascertain with any certainty whether individuals agreed because they work for the same 
company.  This may be due to the fact that recruitment processes lead them to hire like-
minded people or because employees imbue the company culture.  
When asked what they would improve in their interactions with consultants most 
respondents turned inwards, reflecting on their own processes and decision-making 
criteria.  Improvement was seen as being driven by them.  This was not explored in any 
way, and might have influenced the findings had it been.  
8.6 Recommendations for Future Research 
Some obvious future research directions result from the limitations.  Figure 8-1 outlines 
them: 
 
Figure 8-1: Future research directions 
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The current work can be developed further, implementing the Customisation Blueprint in 
consulting firms, researching uptake and outcomes.  To this end, a number of meetings-
in-principle have been arranged with consulting firms to discuss the approach outlined in 
the Customisation Blueprint and how this can be adopted.  In addition, researching the 
process improvements respondents identified for their own organisations could prove 
interesting.  Respondents had stated they felt they could improve how they developed the 
specifications for consultants, the way they briefed and how they evaluated both the 
process and the outcomes.  Whilst many had introduced ‘lessons learned’ sessions after 
sales and assignments they felt there was nevertheless room for improvement.  
Respondents acknowledge their responsibility in setting the right conditions for good work.  
Any one or all of these aspects would be interesting to explore in future research projects. 
Other potential research areas result from the exploratory nature of this study, expanding 
what has been carried out here.  This project was the first to investigate a perceived 
behavioural problem using the tools of Operations Management.  The Customisation 
Blueprint incorporates a number of process and behavioural factors which combine to 
suggest an improvement in effectiveness and performance.  However, the findings and 
the framework which emerged from the analysis warrant further confirmatory and detailing 
research.  Potential research questions include: 
 To what extent does culture influence the successful adaptation and adoption of 
processes? 
 Are professional service firm bureaucracies able to operationalise systematic 
flexibility? 
In addition, findings of this research should not be limited to management consultancies 
only.  They can be applied to other professional services firms, in particular law firms 
which are growing and bureaucratising to match some of the consulting firm structures 
and in doing so by definition changing the way they operate.  Accountancy firms can be 
examined in light of these findings and recent accusations in the media about lack of 
transparency in their higher echelons.  This would extrapolate the current work.   
Hopefully future researchers will explore the questions arising from this research. 
8.7 Conclusion to the Thesis 
The completion of this thesis has been a personal journey of exploration, enjoyable in 
hindsight, but a constant juxtaposition of achievement and struggle throughout.  The end 
result is hopefully useful, and profitable, for the consulting firms who adopt the approach. 
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APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A: REQUEST TO PARTICIPATE – EXAMPLE 
Dear .... 
I am working on a business research project for my doctorate, seeking to establish how 
consultants can better serve clients.  My aim is to develop a blueprint which consulting 
firms can use in order to become more responsive to client needs, providing greater 
flexibility towards innovation or solution development. 
For this, 5 individuals from each of 5 financial services and 5 utilities companies are 
needed for a full representative sample.  These individuals need to have experienced the 
engagement of and with consulting services, including the decision to involve consultants, 
individually or as part of a team.  The interview comprises a short list of questions which 
should take no longer than an hour to talk through which will be recorded.  Everything will 
be anonymised (company and individual).   
I wondered if you would agree to you, or members of your team, participating?  If so, 
could you please pass on my details to someone who could help me arrange the 
necessary interviews?  These could take place in person, but telephone or skype are also 
possibilities if that is what participants would prefer.   
A Research Agreement is available. This assures anonymity and confidentiality as well as 
offering interim outputs from the research and a copy of the final thesis should you wish 
one.   
I look forward to hearing from you shortly, and to perhaps meeting if not you, then others 
of your team.  Many thanks, in anticipation. 
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APPENDIX B: THE RESEARCH AGREEMENT 
RESEARCH AGREEMENT 
Information about the Research 
Olga Matthias of the University Of Bradford School Of Management will conduct research 
with 5 members of the management team who have been involved in the process of 
purchasing consultancy services, focusing on the decision-making process.   
She will be carrying out a semi-structured interview, which consists of a number of formal 
questions.  As replies reflect the participant’s own experiences, it is expected that 
discussion will flow freely and diverge from the main structured questions in order to 
capture experiences to be able to develop in-depth understanding. The interview will take 
approximately 1 hour.  The total involvement per company is one working day, although 
elapsed time may be longer depending on the interview timetable. 
Data Collection 
Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with individuals who have been 
pre-selected and who have agreed to be interviewed 
All respondents will be asked to sign a Statement of Informed Consent at the beginning of 
their onsite interviews. Appendix A presents this statement. 
Olga will have ongoing telephone access to interview respondents in order to:  
 confirm the accuracy of the transcript and /or interpretations 
 clear up puzzling aspects of the interviews 
Data Ownership 
All interviews will be digitally audio-recorded. Olga will retain all data, including digital 
recordings and transcripts.  
Assurance of participant anonymity and confidentiality of commercial and security-
sensitive information 
All interviews will be rendered strictly anonymous in order to protect the identity of 
individuals and groups, and, where necessary, quotations taken from individual interviews 
will be deliberately disguised in order to fulfil this objective. Neither the participating 
individuals nor the company will be named in any publications that arise from the project. 
In addition, no Company or respondents on recorded, transcribed, or other data will be 
identified; instead, all Companies and individual respondents assigned numbers  eg: 
Co1.1, 1.2, Co2.1, 2.2 and so on. 
Researcher Products and Services 
After the research is completed, any of the participating companies will be provided 
with the following products and services (if desired): 
 A verbal report of the initial findings 
 An Interim Report of insights to date  
 A copy of the thesis once it is complete 
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In addition, respondents will be provided with a single copy of recordings of their own 
interviews upon request, which they may share with others at their own discretion. 
Research Timeframe 
Interviews will be scheduled in accordance with individual participant diary commitments, 
but will take place no longer than 2 months from agreement to participate. 
The first two agreed products and services will be provided within three months of the 
completion of data collection.  The thesis will be provided upon completion. 
Ethics Approval 
Ethics approval has been given for this study by the Humanities, Social and Health 
Sciences Research Ethics Panel at the University of Bradford on 25th November 2011 
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STATEMENT OF INFORMED CONSENT  
 
Title of Research Project:  
How Can Management Consultancies Better Serve Clients?  Developing a Customisation 
Blueprint for Management Consultancies 
 
I agree that by accepting to participate in this research project I consent to the material 
being used anonymously to contribute to the overall findings, which will subsequently be 
published in the thesis and various journals.  I understand that at no point will my 
responses be singled out specifically, but excerpts may be used to illustrate a finding from 
the general analysis. 
 
I understand that the interview will take approximately 1 hour and that I may be contacted 
subsequently to clarify any puzzling aspects of the transcripts and that I can if I wish 
confirm the accuracy of the transcript or its interpretation. 
 
I agree that the interview will be recorded and that I can have a copy of the recording and 
the transcript should I request it. 
 
I agree that should I request it I will receive a copy of initial findings in the form of an 
interim report and a copy of the thesis. 
 
 
  
Agreed and approved: 
 
 
 
Olga Matthias 
Doctoral Researcher 
University of Bradford School of Management 
 
Date: 
Agreed and approved: 
 
 
 
 
 
[Name] 
[Position] 
[Organisation] 
 
Date: 
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STATEMENT OF INFORMED CONSENT  
 
(Researcher Copy)  
 
Title of Research Project:  
How Can Management Consultancies Better Serve Clients?  Developing a Customisation 
Blueprint for Management Consultancies 
 
I agree that by accepting to participate in this research project I consent to the material 
being used anonymously to contribute to the overall findings, which will subsequently be 
published in the thesis and various journals.  I understand that at no point will my 
responses be singled out specifically, but excerpts may be used to illustrate a finding from 
the general analysis. 
 
I understand that the interview will take approximately 1 hour and that I may be contacted 
subsequently to clarify any puzzling aspects of the transcripts and that I can if I wish 
confirm the accuracy of the transcript or its interpretation. 
 
I agree that the interview will be recorded and that I can have a copy of the recording and 
the transcript should I request it. 
 
I agree that should I request it I will receive a copy of initial findings in the form of an 
interim report and a copy of the thesis. 
 
 
 
Agreed and approved: 
 
 
 
Olga Matthias 
Doctoral Researcher 
University of Bradford School of Management 
 
Date: 
Agreed and approved: 
 
 
 
 
 
[Name] 
[Position] 
[Organisation] 
 
Date: 
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APPENDIX C: THANKS AND PROGRESS UPDATE 
Dear ..... 
It was a pleasure to meet you on Tuesday.  Thank you so much for contributing to my 
research.  For me, your interview is invaluable, and hopefully for you it was not too 
onerous.   
As far as the overall project is concerned, I have approximately half the interviews I 
need.  When I have completed the full complement, I will collate, analyse and discuss the 
information provided, with a view to uncovering some interesting and useful 
findings.  Estimated timescales on this is towards the end of the year.  I’ll be in touch then 
to let you know progress. 
Once again, thank you for your participation. 
Regards, 
 
Olga Matthias 
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APPENDIX D: POSITIVE ENDORSEMENT OF THE INTERVIEW EXPERIENCE 
 
Olga, 
Thanks for the email. 
It was good to be challenged to think about some of the decisions we make and left me 
with some different ideas for the future. 
It would certainly be interesting to review your findings although I accept these may be 
some time coming, but I’ll have it on my diary note! 
Good luck with the tasks in hand and I wish you every success. 
Regards. 
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APPENDIX E: THE SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
(Background and Role – of participant) 
Triggers 
1 As a business, what is it that triggers the discussion about needing help? 
a. When do you buy consultancy services? 
b. Why do you buy consultancy services? 
c. How do you buy consultancy services? 
2 What role do your personal values and beliefs play in the decision to ask for help? 
3 What role does ‘corporate’ play in the decision to ask for help? 
Validation 
4 What is the process for challenging and validating decisions to ask for help? 
a. How do you, organisationally and individually, decide the scope of what you 
want help with/for? 
b. What mechanisms are employed to validate the scope? 
Expectations and Requirements 
5 What characteristics do you seek in consultants and which are the most important? 
a. What do you expect from consultants? 
b. Do your expectations change over time? 
c. Are there any aspects of consultancy you take for granted? 
6 How do you recognise your needs have been met? 
Experience 
7 What are the things that matter to you in determining your choice? 
8 How much thinking do you do between encounters? – where are you? 
9 Can you remember any specific instances about choosing a consulting firm? 
a. Can you remember what made you say no? 
b. Can you remember what made you say yes? 
10 Have you ever felt uncomfortable when you said yes or when you said no? 
a. Do you remember what happened afterwards? 
Communication 
11 How important is how the consultants communicate with you? 
Is there anything else you wish to say about your experiences with consultancy?/ If you 
could change anything about working with consultants what would it be? 
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APPENDIX F: PILOT INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRES 
F.1 FIRST DRAFT 
1 What value did you achieve with the project? –  
2 Was the actual result the same as the perceived/expected result? 
3  How does that value compare with your initial expectations?  
4 What elements satisfied you 
5 What elements did not satisfy you? 
6  What processes were gone through in choosing the consultants? 
7 What levels of detail were gone through in scoping before contracting?  
8 What were the processes used in managing the consulting project? 
9 What metrics were used? 
10  Were post-project audits conducted to see if the expected financial results were 
achieved? 
11  What were your perceptions regarding how the consultants managed the project? 
12  What were the perceptions about consultant competence?   
13 Are you happy with the overall outcome per se? 
14 Would you buy consulting services again?  
F.2 SECOND DRAFT 
1 As a business, when you need help, what do you do? 
2 When do you buy consultancy services? 
3 Why do you buy consultancy services? 
4 How do you buy consultancy services? 
5 What role do your personal values and beliefs play in the decision to ask for help? 
6 What role does ‘corporate’ play in the decision to ask for help? 
7 What is the process for challenging decisions to ask for help? 
8 Is there a process your organisation goes through to validate the decision of 
seeking consultancy services? 
9 How do you, organisationally and individually, decide the scope of what you want 
help with/for? 
10 What mechanisms are employed to validate the scope? 
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APPENDIX G: THE EVOLUTION OF CUSTOMISATION PRACTICE FROM DATA ANALYSIS 
G.1 PROPRIETARY KNOWLEDGE AND ITS LINKS TO THE CODING AND CO-ORDINATING MECHANISMS 
Activity Question Descriptive Code Analytic Code Coordinating Mechanism 
Drill What does the client really want? 
Where have we done something 
similar? 
What knowledge have we got that we 
can apply to this? 
Which people can do this? 
How  have we done this elsewhere ? 
Business Need 
Done it elsewhere 
 
Specialist knowledge 
Track record 
Approach 
Ways of Working 
 
 
Ways of Knowing 
 
Ways of Working 
Behavioural cues 
 
 
Practice participation 
 
Governance routines 
Develop Why is this situation unique? 
What applies specifically to this 
situation? 
Who can best deliver this? 
How should we approach this ? 
Why is this the best way? 
Curiosity 
Challenge  
Customisation 
Creativity 
Approach 
 
 
Ways of Working 
 
 
Process Development 
Adapt What needs to be made relevant? 
What needs to be removed? 
Where are the variations? 
How are we recombining? 
 
Flexibility 
 
Responsiveness 
 
Ways of Working 
 
Ways of Being 
 
Process Development 
 
Behavioural Cues 
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G.2 CLIENT-FOCUSED KNOWLEDGE AND ITS LINKS TO THE CODING AND CO-ORDINATING MECHANISMS 
Activity Question Descriptive Code Analytic Code Coordinating 
Mechanism 
Drill Who do we know? 
What have we done with them? 
Who worked on previous projects? 
What did they do? 
Where are they now? 
What was the feedback ? 
How well do we know them? 
Relationship 
Track record 
Relationship 
Deliverables 
Meet the team 
Outcomes 
Invest time in a relationship 
 
Ways of Being 
 
Ways of Working 
Ways of Being 
Ways of Knowing 
Ways of Being 
Customer skills 
Practice identity 
Social Relations 
Governance routines 
Social Relations 
Process knowledge 
Customer skills 
Develop Why is this situation unique? 
Who should we talk to to find out 
more? 
Who is our best person to maintain 
contact? 
How should we approach this? 
Curiosity  
Collaboration 
 
Attitude 
Customisation 
   Ways of Working 
 
Ways of Being 
Ways of Working 
Process Development 
 
Customer Skills 
Processes and standards 
Adapt What is the best way to work with 
them? 
Who are the best people to deploy? 
How should we work with them? 
Approach 
 
Liking someone 
Listening 
    
   Ways of Being 
 
Behavioural cues 
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APPENDIX H: CODING CHARTS 
H.1 TOTAL  REFERENCES BY INTERVIEW GROUP AND QUESTIONS 
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H.2 FINANCIAL SERVICES RESPONSES 
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H.3 UTILITIES RESPONSES 
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H.4 OVERSEAS UTILITIES COMBINES – RESPONSES 
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H.5 INTERNATIONAL HIGH-END AGENCY RESPONSES 
 
